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ABSTRACT
Allen, Wendy. Making Social Capital Visible: A Case Study of Professional Learning
Communities in Early Care and Education. Published Doctor of Philosophy
dissertation, University of Northern Colorado, 2016.
Early care and education (ECE) services are necessary for a society because of a
variety of ethical, economic, and developmental reasons. A well-developed field of
practice is needed to ensure young children have access to high quality care and
education settings. To promote a thriving profession, many are calling for the field of
early care and education to increase the human capital, or the knowledge and skills
gained through higher education and professional development, of those that work
directly with young children and families. However, there exists a somewhat narrow
theoretical basis for current professional development practices, particularly forms of
ongoing professional development offered to those already working with young children.
As professional development systems and specific programs are developed aimed
at increasing the human capital of caregivers and teachers, I am proposing the importance
of broadening professional development activities to include goals and delivery
mechanisms based upon a theoretical understanding of the complex social systems and
structures in which individuals develop. I call upon the theory of situated cognition
which requires a shift from the isolated cognitive process of individuals to a highly
contextualized process of learning; building a profession of competent caregivers and
teachers is both about promoting the individual cognitive gains and the collective health
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of a social learning system of practitioners. Thus, the current study applied the
sociological concept of social capital as a framework to explore a social system of
ongoing professional development in ECE to illustrate how webs of social connections
influence the learning and professional development process.
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to study how social capital was
experienced by those involved in the bounded social system of an ongoing professional
development program offered to early childhood providers participating in a publically
subsidized universal preschool program. Particular focus was given to the professional
learning communities being introduced as a new opportunity within the overall
professional development program. From a research stance as both a constructivist and
critical adult, I sought to bring visibility to a largely invisible construct using the research
question: How are the components of social capital experienced in the process of
developing early childhood professionals?
An in-depth statement of problem and rationale for the current study will be
presented in chapter one. The second chapter presents a discussion about the three
primary components of social capital; social networks, trust, and social resources and
returns. Additionally, the second chapter will set the stage for the current study by
describing how the concepts of social capital have been applied to the practice of
education.
Through the data and field experiences I gathered during the implementation of
four different PLC groups, the reader is provided in the fourth chapter with a thick
description and comprehensive analysis of how early childhood professionals experience
the components of social capital. I explored three within-cases answering how the
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program design supported social interaction in a professional development setting, how
the implementation of the PLCs fostered social learning experiences, and how teachers
and directors ultimately experienced the components of social capital as a developing
early childhood professional. As a result of the findings, four theoretical perspectives
(developmental, asset-based, equity, and situating social learning) are presented and
validated through the data as significant angles from which to see how the components of
social capital currently do and potentially could operate in early childhood professional
development settings.
In the final chapter, I provide the reader a summary of the full study and a
reflection upon my researcher stance as I engaged in the field of inquiry. I leave the
reader with several primary interpretations from this case. First, social capital weaves
through a variety of important constructs making visible unique aspects and
considerations relevant to professional development settings for adult learners. Secondly,
current professional development practices for early care and education professionals
may over-emphasize what people need to learn versus how people need to learn. The
study findings are further interpreted by integrating relevant literature for those designing
professional learning communities, delivering professional learning communities, or
those interested in the general activity of promoting the early childhood profession
through ongoing professional development. In the end, the case study presented
represents a relevant inquiry regarding how social networks, social trust, and social
resources were conceived and experienced by people participating in the design,
implementation, and activity of professional development for (and as) early childhood
professionals.

v

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Upon nearing the end of my dissertation journey on the topic of social capital, I
would be remiss not to acknowledge my own social connections and support that have
made it possible for me to persist through this very long process. First, I would not have
believed in myself as a writer or researcher without the foundational encouragement of
my father. He never questioned that I had something meaningful to contribute even when
I did. I am fortunate to have another incredible man in my life, my husband Zach, who is
equally supportive. Since I began this doctoral journey in 2010, he has been a consistent
voice of encouragement and has given the gift of time on numerous evenings and
weekends to me for which I am immensely grateful. As I write this, he is entertaining
our young son in the mountains! I am grateful to all of my friends and family for being
understanding when I missed events and always taking an interest in what I was learning
(even if you secretly found it boring).
I also received incredible support from my committee members. I want to thank
Dr. Pugh for practicing what he preaches and always helpfully guiding me on my own
self-determined journey. I am grateful for the time and expertise of Dr. Lahman, Dr.
Cochran, and Dr. Packard. Through wonderful and engaging classes that prepared me for
this process to the critical comments and questions you provided along the way, my work
was made better because of your commitment.

vi

I want to thank all those that participated in this study and allowed me access to
their time, places of work, and their unique perspectives. It was a pleasure to talk with
each person and group and I truly appreciate everyone’s openness and flexibility during
the process.
I would also like to thank my professional colleagues and mentors. Thanks to
Kim Bontempo for our weekly phone calls or check-in emails – it truly helped me to
continue the process and feel supported by a peer who is living the process as well. To
Carolyn Elverenli for your insightful mentorship—you always know when to push me
and when to hug me! Additionally, I am so grateful to be surrounded by so many
wonderful professional mentors and role models through my work—Lynn Andrews, Erin
Binford, Charlotte Brantley, Joanne Dalton, Toni Latronica, Ginger Maloney, Lori Ryan,
Diana Schaack, Susan Steele, and all of the Buell Fellows. I am so fortunate to have
connections with such amazing leaders and learners that will continue to inspire and
challenge me to learn more, speak up more, and be bold.
Finally, thank you to my young son Asher for making me laugh and giving me
lots of needed hugs and kisses. To my son or daughter on the way—while I did not
appreciate the nausea during the final stages of writing, I will forever be grateful that
your anticipated arrival got your momma in gear to finish school!

vii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
CHAPTER
I.

INTRODUCTION……………………………………………….

1

Statement of Problem……………………………………………

5

Characteristics of the Early Care and Education
Workforce……………………………………………………...
Establishing a Qualified and Knowledgeable
Workforce……………………………………………………...
Rationale for the Current Study…………………………………

II.

6
9
12

The Situated Learning of Adults……………………………

13

Defining Social Capital……………………………………...

14

Concluding with a Research Question…………………………..

16

REVIEW OF LITERATURE…………………………………...

19

The Components of Social Capital……………………………...

19

Social Networks………………………………………………

22

Social Trust…………………………………………………...

27

Social Resources and Returns……………………………..

29

Social Capital in Education……………………………………..

35

Social Capital and Educational Reform…………………..

36

Social Capital and Early Care and Education…………..

38

Social Capital and Professional Development…………..

39

Social Capital, Adult Learning, and Early Childhood
Professionals…………………………………………………….

41

Professional Learning Communities………………………
Professional Learning Communities in Early Care and
Education……………………………………………………..
Chapter Summary……………………………………………….

viii

43
44
46

III.

IV.

METHODOLOGY……………………………………………...

48

Case Background……………………………………………….

48

Researcher Stance………………………………………………

52

Methodology of Qualitative Interpretive Case Study…………..

55

Methods………………………………………………………...

58

Gaining Entry to Case as Researcher…………………….

59

Participants and Sampling…………………………………

60

Data Collection Through Interviews……………………...

62

Data Collection Through Observations…………………..

65

Data Collection Through Artifacts………………………..

67

Researcher Journal in Field……………………………….

69

Data Analysis…………………………………………………

70

Trustworthiness………………………………………………

72

Research Design Considerations….…………………………….

75

Ethical Considerations………………………………………….

76

Chapter Summary………………………………………………

79

FINDINGS ……………………………………………………...

81

Introducing Four Theoretical Perspectives……………………..

83

Individual Cases………………………………………………...

86

The Design……………………………………………………

87

The Implementation………………………………………...

96

The Experience……………………………………………...

110

Cross-Case Analysis……………………………………………

125

Validating the Developmental Perspective………………

126

Validating the Asset-Based Perspective………………….

128

Validating the Equity Perspective…………………………

132

Validating the Situated Social Learning Perspective…...

135

Chapter Summary………………………………………………

138

ix

V.

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS………………....

140

Summary of Study and Findings………………………………...

141

Limitations……………………………………………………....

146

Implications……………………………………………………..

148

The Designers………………………………………………...

148

The Implementers……………………………………...........

152

Early Childhood Professional Development…………......

159

Recommendations for Future Research………………………....

162

Chapter Summary……………………………………………….

164

REFERENCES………………………………………………………………….

166

APPENDIX A: DEFINITION OF TERMS…………………………………….

182

APPENDIX B: INITIAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND DATA SOURCES
CHART………………………………………………………………………….

186

APPENDIX C: TABLE OF CASE STUDY
PARTICIPANTS..................................................................................................

190

APPENDIX D: TEACHER AND ADMINISTRATOR INTERVIEW
GUIDE…………………………………………………………………………..

193

APPENDIX E: TEACHER AND ADMINISTRATOR
GROUP INTERVIEW GUIDE………………………………............................

200

APPENDIX F: DESIGN PARTICIPANT GROUP
INTERVIEW GUIDE..………………………………………………………….

203

APPENDIX G: RESEARCHER JOURNAL TEMPLATE……………………..
APPENDIX H: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL
LETTER………………………………………....................................................

x

206

209

LIST OF TABLES

Table 1.

Summary of the Four PLCs Included in the Implementation
Within-Case Study………………………………………………

xi

98

LIST OF FIGURES
The Components of Social Capital………………………..……

22

Four Theoretical Perspectives Made Visible by the Components
of Social Capital in the Context of Early Care and Education
(ECE) Professional Development (PD)…………………………

82

The Perceived Job Functions of Individuals Involved in
Designing the PLCs……………………………………………..

90

Figure 4.

Preschool Teacher Gina’s Developmental Network Map………

121

Figure 5.

Family Home Care Provider Lucia’s Developmental
Network Map……………………………………………………

123

Director Sonya’s Developmental Network Map………………..

125

Figure 1.

Figure 2.

Figure 3.

Figure 6.

xii

1

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
On December 10th, 2014 the federal government announced $750 million in new
grant awards and $330 million from corporate and philanthropic leaders to support the
expansion of high quality preschool and infant care programs in the United States. In
2013 alone, 34 states expanded preschool dollars demonstrating how state legislators and
voters are embracing high quality early learning as a key feature of education reform
(The White House, 2014). At the same time, families are choosing to enroll their
children in preschool programs at increasing rates in the United States. In 1990, 33% of
3-year-olds and 56% of 4-year-olds were enrolled in preprimary programs, increasing to
42% and 68% respectively in 2013. In addition, 5-year-olds attending full-day preschool
programs grew from 59% in 2000 to 73% in 2013 (U.S. Department of Education
National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). From neighborhood barbeques to
congressional meetings, the term “early care and education” or ECE is becoming a
regular topic of conversation.
Arguments made in favor of investing in young children often frame the issue as
building our nation’s human capital; meaning, individuals are more likely to grow up to
be productive members of society when they are provided with enriched development
and care experiences early. Particularly in the United States, an argument for human
capital has been portrayed by citing the immediate benefits of child care to parents by
enabling them to work, to businesses by retaining more productive workers, and to local
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economies by creating more jobs through a growing child care industry (Michel, 2015).
One of the most prominent leaders of the human capital argument is economist James
Heckman who contends targeting at risk children from birth to age eight with quality
ECE services will “reduce the achievement gap, reduce the need for special education,
increase the likelihood of healthier lifestyles, lower the crime rate, and reduce overall
social costs” (Heckman, 2011, p. 6).
Less frequently cited reasons to improve early care and education policies, at least
in the U.S., stem from a moral foundation of social justice and gender equity. Long-time
infant and toddler development researcher and advocate, Ronald Lally, powerfully began
a chapter on the economic benefits of providing services for babies and their families by
saying “I’ve seen too many damaged babies, preschoolers, and elementary school
students to believe we need any justification for protecting children other than keeping
them from harm” (Lally, 2013, p. 90). All of the people working in the various
organizations promoting the social justice for children, such as the Children’s Defense
Fund and the Children’s Rights Council, would most likely agree the rights of children
alone are sufficient reason to ensure access to care and education. Interestingly, every
member of the United Nations except the United States has ratified the 1989 Convention
on the Rights of the Child, which established the basic international standards for all
children regarding education, health care, social services, and penal laws. Although
trepidation to ratify the treaty is likely related to concerns over encroachment on states’
rights or removing parental authority over children (Hagues, 2013), signing the treaty
would exemplify the U.S. as a nation in which social justice causes must be paired with
solid returns on investment to inspire policy change. Instead of the dominant deficit-
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based approach in which the goal is to solve existing societal and economic problems, the
alternative view is child care policy should derive from establishing the options children
and their families are entitled to, and the most appropriate way to provide those rights
(Kagan & Friedlander, 2011).
To explain further, a line has been drawn between the concepts of care and
education in such a way that the former is often associated with what parents need when
they are at work and the latter to the developmental enhancements parents choose to
provide for their children (Pianta, Barnett, Burchinal, & Thornburg, 2009). Current U.S.
childcare policy has “been framed and stigmatized as a poverty issue” (Palley &
Shdaimah, 2014, p. 5) to promote self-sufficiency of individual parents instead of
supporting families, regardless of income, with care and education options as a societal
responsibility. The lack of societal support for raising children is felt at all income levels,
although certainly the issue is most pronounced for single mothers and women of color.
Foreign-policy scholar Anne –Marie Slaughter recently concluded in an interview on her
own journey as a mother and a leader that insufficient childcare policies means ‘women
still can’t have it all’:
The fact that we don’t accommodate care, and the fact, much more importantly,
that we don’t provide affordable, quality daycare for [a mother] to put her
children in, or early education, or after-school programs, or paid maternity leave
— all of that means that the woman at the bottom, single moms are the poorest
people in our society. (Dubner, 2015)
Indeed, in 2014 39.8% of female-headed families were living in poverty, which is
considerably more than male-headed families (22%) or families headed by a married
couple (8.2). The statistics are more pronounced for women of color, for example 45.6%
of black female-headed and 46.3% Hispanic families lived in poverty in 2014 (Eichner &
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Robbins, 2015). For many of these women, access to childcare is simultaneously an
issue of gender equality, economic health, and the long-term health and well-being of
their children.
From the last part of the twentieth century to today, a surge in early childhood
brain research has taken place offering solid scientific rationale endorsing either a social
justice or human capital frame of the issue. The release of the National Research Council
Institutes of Medicines’ report in 2000 brought to light research evidence demonstrating
how “(1) all children are born wired for feelings and ready to learn, (2) early
environments matter and nurturing relationships are essential.” (p. 385). Research
reported since the report continues to enlighten the basic conclusion that early brain
development matters as more is discovered about the nuances of typical brain
development (Tanaka, Matsui, Uematsu, Noguchi, & Miyawaki, 2013), how poverty
influences the structure of the brain as it develops (Hair, Hanson, Wolfe, & Pollak, 2015;
Luby, Belden, Botteron, & et al., 2013), and why exposure to persistent stress or trauma
in early life changes the trajectory of a child’s life (Bouras & Lazaratou, 2012).
Furthermore, children benefit from participating in early childhood programs that
effectively promote their early language and literacy skills, ability to emotionally selfregulate, social-relation skills, and ability to problem-solve everyday interactions
(Camilli, Vargas, Ryan, & Barnett, 2010; Macewan, 2015). Of course, the above
summary of the public interaction with childhood is from a firm perspective that the
families with young children are and should be the ultimate beneficiaries of any early
care and education policy and practice. Thus, the moral nuances and cultural differences
associated with raising children across family groups or communities requires
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opportunities for individualization based on family beliefs and values. But broadly
speaking, early care and education services are necessary for a society because of a
variety of ethical, economic, and developmental reasons—but particularly, the research
on the early years of development over the last few decades has set the stage for arguing
how public economic inputs to the ECE system will produce beneficial human capital
outputs.
Statement of Problem
Although the promises of positive social impact are indeed great, widespread
public investments are being made in a system of care and education that is
underdeveloped as a professional field of practice. Specifically, in contrast to the
institutionalized public school system of kindergarten through 12th grade, the field of
ECE currently has uneven staff qualifications and low salaries, fractured and sporadic
funding streams, inadequate infrastructure support, and widely disparate professional
standards (Fromberg, 2003; Whitebook, Gomby, Bellm, Sakai, & Kipnis, 2009). Low
salaries for teachers and directors create high turnover rates and inconsistent access to
high quality ECE programs for families across the United States (Kagan, Kauerz, &
Tarrant, 2008). Nationally, 41% of the 1.3 million children enrolled in public pre-school
programs are in programs that meet fewer than half of the benchmarks for quality, which
include teacher training, staff-child ratios, and comprehensiveness of early learning and
care services provided (Barnett, Carolan, Squires, & Clarke Brown, 2013). Thus, the
current inconsistencies across the ECE workforce and system have the potential to be
problematic for ensuring access to consistent quality care and education for young
children.

6
Characteristics of the Early Care
and Education Workforce
To describe a workforce, it is first necessary to describe the boundaries of the
system in which these professionals work. The labels “early childhood,” “early care and
education,” and “early childhood education” are often used interchangeably. In the
broadest sense of all of these terms, the early childhood system describes comprehensive
services, including health and mental health, for young children from birth to age 8. This
broad definition can be divided into two different sectors: (1) the ECE system addressing
the needs of children birth to age 5 in a variety of settings, including publically funded
kindergarten and preschools, private non-profit or for-profit child care, Head Start
programs, early intervention, and nursery schools, and (2) the Early Learning System
delivering education to children Kindergarten through 3rd grade (Kagan & Kauerz, 2012).
The focus for the current work will be on the first sector and therefore only workforce
issues related to programs serving young children from birth to age 5 are reviewed.
Furthermore, the terms used for individuals working in the field also vary from
“caregivers” broadly to “child care workers” or “child care providers” in settings in
which the primary focus is care while parents are at work or “early educator” or “teacher”
when the focus is to offer an early learning service. For the current review, the terms
caregivers and teachers will be used together and sometimes interchangeably to be
inclusive of both roles. While the broader term ECE professional will be used when
discussing a combination of roles, including program administrators, teachers, or
professional development providers.
There is wide variation in regard to wages and educational background of the
caregivers working with the birth to age 5 population in the U.S., but in general, the
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workforce can be characterized as mostly women with some college education making at
or below poverty wages. Although there exists no formalized measure of the workforce
nationally, it is estimated that there are 2.2 million paid members of the ECE field, which
is about 30% of the overall instructional workforce nation-wide including early
education, elementary, secondary, and postsecondary levels. In addition, about half of
those paid to provide care or education of children birth to age 5 work in child care
centers, while another 12% work in Family Child Care homes and the remaining 38% are
paid relatives or non-relative friends or neighbors (National Research Council Committee
on Early Childhood Care Education Workforce, 2012).
According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), the mean annual income
in 2014 for childcare workers, which excludes preschool and special education teachers,
was $21,710. The US BLS further reported that most (96%) of those childcare workers
were women and some are women of color (21.6% Hispanic or Latina, 15.9% black or
African, and 3.5% Asian). In a 2006 report using data from the 1979-2004 Current
Population Survey (CPS), it was found that 31% of center-based educators and 35%
home-based providers reported incomes below 200% of the poverty line and only a third
of center-based teachers received health care through their job (Economic Policy
Institute, 2006). Another report using CPS data from 1990-2010 found some
improvements in turnover and compensation for ECE teachers since 2004, but still noted
a 38% discrepancy in pay compared to elementary school teachers despite increases in
educational attainment among ECE teachers (Bassok, Fitzpatrick, Loeb, & Paglayan,
2013).
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Recently there has been an increase in college attainment, particularly for
caregivers and teachers in center-based settings. For example, in 2012, 53% of
caregivers and teachers reported having college degrees, with one-third of those degrees
being a bachelor’s degree or higher; this is compared to only about 30% of home-based
teachers (Administration for Children & Families, 2013). Importantly, the strides in
obtaining higher education training have not been met with increased salaries. As an
example, data collected on those working in the federal Head Start program, providing
comprehensive ECE services to low-income children and families showed:
…Over the last 17 years, the share of Head Start teachers with an associate or
bachelor’s degree has increased by 24%. These sizeable increases in the
education levels of Head Start teacher salaries have not kept pace with inflation
since 2007, when the Head Start Reauthorization called for at least one-half of
Head Start teachers to obtain degrees. (Whitebook, Phillips, & Howes, 2014, p.
3)
While there is a great deal of activity and attention to improving child outcomes by
increasing teacher qualifications, increasing wages and benefits continue to be ignored
entirely or “sidelined into a separate campaign” (Boyd, 2013, p. 2). It is likely the status
of caregivers and teachers of young children is a function of the low value society places
on the historical notion of women’s work of care and therefore no monetary value is
assigned to what is perceived as low-skill babysitting instead of professional teaching
(Ackerman, 2006). In reality, adult caregivers must train and prepare on an ongoing
basis to provide the specific kinds of intentional interactions high quality care and
educational experiences for babies, toddlers, and preschoolers require.
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Establishing a Qualified and
Knowledgeable Workforce
The ECE field has engaged in a considerable amount of dialogue and work to
define what adults need to know and be able to do in order to effectively care for and
educate young children. A 2009 position statement by the National Association for the
Education of Young Children outline six areas of early care and education practice: (1)
promoting child development and learning, (2) building family and community
relationships, (3) observing, documenting, and assessing children’s learning and
developmental progress, (4) using developmentally effective approaches to connect with
children and families, (5) using content knowledge to build meaningful curriculum, and
(6) becoming an ethical, collaborative, and reflective professional (Willer, Lutton, &
Ginsberg, 2011). Pathways to becoming a competent caregiver and teacher across all of
these areas of practice vary greatly depending on the requirements that exist in a state or
specific program, but can all be subsumed under the broad term of “professional
development”.
One of the few existing definitions of professional development for early
childhood was created by the National Professional Development Center on Inclusion:
“Professional development is facilitated teaching and learning experiences that are
transactional and designed to support the acquisition of professional knowledge, skills,
and dispositions as well as the application of this knowledge in practice” (V. Buysse,
Winton, & Rous, 2009, p. 239). Generally speaking, individuals receive a certain amount
of pre-service professional development prior to entering a classroom and then continue
to receive in-service professional development once they are teaching in an early learning
setting. In addition, mechanisms for obtaining professional development can vary from
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higher education coursework and degree programs, to competency-based credentials (e.g.
the Child Development Associate Credential or the National Board of Professional
Teacher Standards Credential), or to ongoing professional development experiences such
as training and individualized coaching (Gomez, Kagan, & Fox, 2015). There exists
considerable debate in the field regarding whether or not higher education degrees
increase the quality of caregivers and teachers practice with the majority of the research
concluding minimal advantages to obtaining a 4-year degree on child outcomes (Zigler,
Gilliam, & Barnett, 2011). Instead, many argue for professional development targeting
specific child development skills and progressions within real-time instructional settings
(Pianta et al., 2009).
Delivery of professional development has been somewhat skewed toward inservice workshops and trainings with some additional use of coaching to support
application of knowledge to practice. A survey of 831 professional development
providers across three different states found half of the professional development
delivered was one-time events (51.1%) and nearly all (93.5%) respondents primarily
utilized courses, workshops, and institutes as the primary delivery method (Cox,
Hollingsworth, & Buysse, 2015). Other professional development models, such as
communities of practice and co-teaching, were reported applications by only 18.5% and
17% of the respondents respectively. A recent meta-analysis (Schachter, 2015) reviewed
73 studies on professional development practices in ECE to provide further insight into
the current professional development approaches and models. Schachter found that more
than half of the studies used coaching (n=40) and workshops (n=45) to deliver content to
caregivers and teachers. While coursework (n=11), online resources and/or online
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coaching (n=10), and professional learning communities (n=3) were used less often.
Most of the content of the professional development addressed language and literacy
instruction (54%) or promoting social/emotional development (28%). Lastly, success for
professional development provided was based upon changes in teacher practice (n=37),
improvement in child outcomes (n=36), and fidelity of the professional development
approach used (n=32). Based on the review, the authors conclude there exists a
somewhat narrow conception of professional development for ECE professionals.
Hence, recommendations to further improve practice include diversifying the
professional development approaches used and encourage experimentation with new
models based upon new resources and theoretical foundations from other disciplines or
fields of practice.
Still, establishing what professionals need to know and the delivery methods for
gaining knowledge and skills is only a piece of the larger system-wide puzzle. Hyson &
Whittaker (2012) describe the emergence over the last several decades of state-wide
professional development systems which define core professional competencies, access
points to receiving professional development, credential levels to recognize career
progressions, quality assurance systems setting and monitoring delivery of professional
development, structures to govern and finance the system, and evaluation processes to
judge the effectiveness of the overall system (p. 106). Federal programs beginning with
the 1997 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the
early learning component of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2002, “Good Start/Grow
Smart” initiative, the Child Care Development Block Grants, and more recently the Race
to the Top—Early Learning Challenge funds from the U.S. Department of Education
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have pushed many states to build more robust professional development systems. The
ambitious goal undergirding all professional development systems is to equip individual
teachers and caregivers with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions within the current
complex and uneven system of early childhood to ensure positive developmental
outcomes for all young children regardless of racial and economic background. The
problem with current systemic approaches to early childhood professional development is
namely the practices being implemented and funded “often outstrip the research base”
(Zaslow & Martinez-Beck, 2006, p. 10) or utilize a narrow aspect of social science
research adding to the potential for wasted public investments and disappointing results.
Rationale for the Current Study
Beyond professional development, the federal and local policy makers,
philanthropists, business leaders, and those representing the interests of the ECE industry
are calling for the field of early care and education to become a coherent system with
distinct mechanisms for governance, quality rating and improvement strategies for child
care programs, and defined practices and knowledge requirements for individuals
entering the ECE workforce (Goffin, 2013; Kagan & Kauerz, 2012). Underlying the
push for professionalization of ECE are assumptions about the most effective drivers for
improving and increasing the use of best practices with our youngest citizens. As
Morgain (1999) commented early in the ECE field’s efforts toward professionalization,
“we assume that all childhood care and education practitioners have the same learning
needs, we assume that professional practices will change (and improve) if they master an
identified core knowledge...” (p. 8). Over twenty-five years later, the assumption that
professional practice will change primarily as a result of increasing individual human
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capital, gaining knowledge through higher education and professional development, is
still the dominant strategy to promote the field into a thriving profession.
The Situated Learning of Adults
As professional development systems and specific programs are developed aimed
at increasing the human capital of caregivers and teachers, I am proposing the importance
of broadening our view to understand the complex social systems and structures in which
individuals develop. Developmental science literature has documented for decades how
the human experience is dynamic, relational, and embedded within a series of
individually unique times and places that together determine the course of a single
lifespan (Lerner, Lewin-Bizan, & Alberts Warren, 2011). In the learning sciences, we
have witnessed a progression of research theorizing learners as passive recipients of
knowledge to contemporary theories of learners as active agents constructing their
learning experiences within ecologies of situations, systems, and cultures (Sawyer, 2006).
Specifically, the learning theory of situated cognition suggests a shift from an isolated
cognitive process of individuals to a highly contextualized process in which “learning
occurs as people interact with other people in a particular context with the tools at hand
(tools can be objects, language, or symbols)” (Merriam & Bierema, 2014, p. 118). More
specifically, Fullan (2011) argues that those engaged in on the ground educational reform
will be effective when they obtain the appropriate skills and are intrinsically motivated
by doing something well that is important to them and their colleagues. Fullan posits
cultivating teacher interactions (i.e. social capital) is just as, if not more, important than
cultivating the current ‘drivers’ of reform emphasizing teacher evaluation and training
strategies (i.e. human capital). Building a profession of competent caregivers and
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teachers is both about promoting the individual cognitive gains and the collective health
of a social learning system of practitioners. As Educational Psychologist James Greeno
wrote,
We need to organize learning environments and activities that include
opportunities for acquiring basic skills, knowledge, and conceptual
'understanding, not as isolated dimensions of intellectual activity, but as
contributions to students' development of strong identities as individual learners
and as more effective participants in the meaningful social practices of their
learning communities in school and elsewhere in their lives. (1998, p. 17)
In essence, developing a professional identity may originate from individuals gaining
valuable information and experience relevant to their work with young children and
families through their social context and interactions in tandem with building specific
knowledge and skills directly tied to their everyday practice.
Defining Social Capital
The sociological concept of social capital provides a framework through which to
study interactions among people (the ‘social’ part of the term) and the benefits or pitfalls
of such interactions (the ‘capital’ part of the term). Yet, the concept itself and how it
operates in specific fields of practice is not well understood. Interestingly in a robust
review of the literature on professional development for early educators (Department of
Education Office of Planning Evaluation and Policy Development Policy & Program
Studies Service, 2010), enhancing both human and social capital of early educators is
identified as a key target of the work. However, the literature reviewed constricts the
concept of social capital to the psychological well-being of caregivers by examining the
impact of job stress, caregiver depression, and working with at risk populations on
classroom environments and outcomes for children. Despite the rich research history
across many social science disciplines the concept of social capital has garnered for a

15
number of decades (Bjørnskov & Sønderskov, 2013), it has received a limited conceptual
application in the field of early childhood. This could be, in part, due to the lack of
definitional agreement and understanding of the concept itself among scholars.
Fulkerson & Thompson (2008) reviewed the use of the concept of social capital in
sociological journals between 1988 and 2006 and found 17.5% of the articles failed to
offer a definition of the concept and for definitions provided, no single universal concept
was found among all of them. The authors further identified individual components most
often associated with social capital in the research including social networks, resources,
relationships, trust, reciprocity, and norms. Although there exists no agreement within
the field of sociology or across the social sciences generally about distinct components
that contribute to social capital, it is important for any empirical endeavor to begin with a
definition of the construct to be examined. The current study will use Mikael Rostila’s
(2011) definition since it is comprehensive of all the major conceptual foundations:
Social capital hence comprises the social resources that evolve in accessible
social networks or social structures characterized by mutual trust. These social
resources, in turn, facilitate access to various instrumental and expressive returns,
which might benefit both the individual and the collective [emphasis in original].
(p. 321)
The construct of social capital provides an alternative set of factors to examine that have
been largely ignored by those designing and implementing early childhood systems,
particularly in terms of building an effective workforce.
Rostila’s definition of social capital provides a starting place through which to
study the concept, yet my rational for using the construct of social capital as a lens to
study the social system of ECE professionals was largely due to a desire to understand if
these components exist as described in theory and how they operate within a particular
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adult learning context. I anticipated that my own understanding and definition of social
capital would evolve during the course of the study. Additionally, scientific accounts of
social capital have focused more on the consequences of it within particular settings
while remaining remarkably vague about how it is created (Parsons, 2015). More
research is needed to examine social experiences as they occur in specific contexts to
further understand the existence and development of the construct beyond just effects. In
summary, my intent was to study a situation in which adults were participating in an
initiative designed to promote human capital outcomes for themselves as caregivers and
teachers of young children, and ultimately for the children they impact, with the purpose
of examining how existing or generated social resources and structures either facilitate or
constrain their development as ECE professionals.
Concluding with a Research Question
In summary, the ECE field is a necessary system of services accessed by families
across the U.S. generally because we live in an economically driven society in which
success is measured by productivity of families now and ultimately of their grown
children later. As a result of increased societal demands, rapid changes are occurring to
professionalize the field such as establishing common guidelines for early learners,
creating quality rating and improvement systems, and raising standards for professional
practice. Possibly one of the most important aspects of improving the status quo of the
ECE field is considered to be fostering the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of the
adults interacting with young children in formalized care and education settings.
However, there currently exists a somewhat narrow scope of early childhood
professional development delivery models being implemented to produce limited kinds of
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outcomes. Combinations of training and coaching around the major content areas of
language and literacy, math, and science currently drive much of the professional
development activity. In addition, changes in teacher practice and child outcomes are the
primary measures of success, while other factors related to the psychological and social
well-being of teachers are seen more as a barrier to overcome in the pursuit of cognitive
gains rather than valuable outcomes in their own right. I proposed that the learning
theory of situated cognition offers an important theoretical basis to enlarge the view of
the kinds of experiences that will drive the field toward coherence and professional
legitimacy. Through this study I explored the nexus between adult learning within social
systems and the current realities of an early care and education field attempting to quickly
manufacture a consistent and coherent identity among members of the workforce to
achieve great societal gains.
The rationale to embark on such a study stemmed from the idea that ECE
professional development is an activity occurring within a complex and evolving system
that explicitly acknowledges the physical capital (i.e. money and material resources) and
human capital (i.e. knowledge and skills) necessary to create a consistent and effective
field of practice. Yet, the concept of social capital in which relations between actors
afford information sharing, norm enforcement, and development of trust and common
expectations among group members has remained invisible in the process (Coleman,
1988a). Utilizing the components of social capital, as defined by Rostila (2010), as a
framework to explore a social system of ongoing professional development facilitates
understanding of how webs of social connections influence perceptions of belonging,
status, access to information and resources, and professional identity within the larger
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ECE system. Finally, just as all children deserve to be in environments that promote their
well-being, adults caring for children also require their own financial, cognitive, and
social needs to be met.
Accordingly, the purpose of this qualitative case study was to create a thick
description of both the current conceptions, and the perceived value, of social interaction
among participants in an ongoing professional development program from three different
perspectives of the designers, implementers, and the participants. By focusing on each
perspective, a deeper understanding is developed of (1) the initial pragmatic design
components, structures, and resources provided given the current realities of the ECE
system, (2) the ongoing goals and resources utilized by the team responsible for
providing the professional development experiences, and (3) ultimately how social
interactions were experienced by participants receiving the professional development.
The research question that guided the study was:
Q1

How are the components of social capital experienced in the process of
developing early childhood professionals?

In the following chapter, I provide a more thorough analysis of the current
literature around the components of social capital and current methods in ECE
professional development. I will outline my researcher stance, methodology, and
proposed methods of inquiry in chapter 3. In chapter 4, I will share the analysis of the
data collected. Finally, chapter 5 will close with a discussion of implications and
recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
To begin a study on the components of social capital, it is necessary to have a
thorough understanding of the construct as it has been presented in the literature to date.
For reasons discussed in the first chapter, the construct of social capital for the purpose of
this study was defined as “the social resources that evolve in accessible social networks
or social structures characterized by mutual trust” (Rostila, 2010, p. 321). Thus, the
discussion will begin with a deeper look at three primary components of social capital—
social networks, trust, and social resources and returns. After key aspects of the literature
on social capital are reviewed, in the second half of the chapter I will describe how these
concepts have been applied to the practice of education. As I will show, the field of early
care and education (ECE) has yet to embrace the full implications of social capital. The
chapter will end with a summary of why a research opportunity exists to explore the
components of social capital in the context of a professional development for teachers
and administrators working with young children.
The Components of Social Capital
As the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu wrote in his seminal essay describing
social capital, “as everyone knows, priceless things have their price” (1986, p. 242). To
understand the construct of social capital, it requires first a sense of what the prices are to
creating a priceless form of capital. Rostila (2010) defines the preconditions of social
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capital as being both structural and cognitive in nature. The structural antecedent of
social capital is essentially the pattern of interactions between actors within a social
system—commonly referred to as social network theory (Daly, 2012). As Rostila
explains, social networks can be both the informal social ties individuals cultivate with
family, friends, and neighbors and the formal institutional associations and memberships
in which groups of people convene. Cognitively speaking, social structures are shaped
by perceptions of how trustworthy and reciprocal relationships are within a network.
Specifically, social trust can be described on a continuum from “strong, frequent, and
nested in wider networks…called ‘thick trust’ [to] on the other hand, a thinner trust in
‘the generalized other,’ like your new acquaintance from the coffee shop” (Putnam, 2000,
p. 136). In other words, thick trust exists when we spend a lot of intimate time with
another person while thin trust exists through social norms and expectations of behaviors
of mutual participation in a social setting.
On a micro-level of the theory of social capital, individuals make social
investments to fulfill a variety of short and long-term needs. The quality and
functionality of ties within a social network can vary based on different commitments of
time and intention by individuals and groups. Social resources are accrued as individuals
participate in informal and formal social networks and perceive trust among ties within
those networks. The quality of social relationships, from a two-person dyad to a
hundred-group organization, is molded by the inherent trust or distrust existing between
people and ultimately influences the potential for social capital. Individuals benefit from
their social resources to achieve particular expressive or instrumental returns. For
example, social resources of the expressive nature lead to feeling acknowledged and
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legitimized for a particular role or feelings while instrumental returns are more related to
the financial gains of a job promotion or increased power from a political favor. At the
micro-level, the focus is on how individuals are active agents in the creation and use of
their social networks.
Alternatively on a macro-level of social systems, people are participants in
established social institutions with historical and systemic biases influencing their status
and access to resources. Historically, scholars operating from a macro perspective have
framed social capital as constraining societal progress in a couple different ways.
Bourdieu uses the concept of social capital “to explain the cold realities of social
inequality” (Gauntlett, 2011, p. 129) while others lean upon the works of Robert Putnam
and James Coleman to corroborate the idea that a decline in social capital leads to
individual and societal discontent (Luiz Coradini, 2010). Rostila’s model allows for both
ideas to exist within the construct, acknowledging social capital as both the micro-level
activities of individuals within a collective macro context. Consequently, discussions of
social capital require a fair amount of ‘zooming-in and out’ from the individual to the
collective in order to comprehensively understand the construct (Ibarra, Kilduff, & Tsai,
2005). Figure 1 shows the visual representation of the components of social capital, as
originally presented by Rostila (2010), beginning on the left side with the preconditions
to the social returns on the right side for both individuals and collective groups of people.
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Figure 1. The Components of Social Capital. Reprinted from “The facets of social
capital,” by M. Rostila, 2011, Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 41(3), 308326.
The current study will employ Rostila’s model as an organizing framework for three
unique components of social capital— social networks, social trust, and social resources
and returns. Although the components will be addressed separately in the discussion
below, the overarching construct of social capital is formed through the unique symbiosis
of the relationships described below.
Social Networks
The theory of social capital begins with a basic assumption that interpersonal
relations are embedded within complex networks of social actors and institutions. Social
networking has always been a core human practice. Evolutionarily speaking, in
comparison to other species, humans have a prolonged childhood in part because of “the
complicated and often shifting nature of social alliances, and the need to both compete
and cooperate with kind, familiar non-kin, and strangers” (Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2011,
p. 76). In the modern age, the term “social network” has a variety of meanings
depending on the context in which it is used. The rise of technology supporting social
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interactions across the globe through Internet-based platforms such as Facebook or
Twitter have generated a modern twist on a fundamental human need to socially connect.
Groups interested in solving complex social problems, such as poverty or climate change,
are calling for leaders to abandon bureaucratic approaches to social change and instead
embrace social networks as “a radical version of decentralization that in its most robust
form can eliminate altogether the need for an organization” (Plastrik, Taylor, &
Cleveland, 2014, p. 2). Social networks as a form of distributed leadership is epitomized
in the ‘collective impact’ approach (Kania & Kramer, 2011) in which a cross-sector
group of people come together to form a common agenda, engage in mutually reinforcing
activities, continuously communicate, and establish systems of measurement and
infrastructure to support their joint activity. Essentially, the term collective impact
describes a process for using social networks to achieve collective level social returns.
Businesses are embracing the idea of ‘network leadership’ in which access to
information, resources, and unique skills is dependent upon business leaders intentionally
cultivating a diverse network across demographic and geographic boundaries balanced
with both acquaintances and deep or high quality relationships (Willburn & Cullen,
2014). Despite the universal human participation in social networks and the recent
popularity of applying the concept in a variety of settings, it remains a somewhat
convoluted and illusive term. This is surprising given the fact that the theory of social
capital does emerge from strong psychological and sociological roots.
Urie Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development (1979)
illustrates the basic assumption of social network theory that children and families are
embedded within social systems. Visually, Bronfenbrenner’s model represents the child
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embedded in the center of concentric circles of different ‘levels’ of socio-environmental
influence, from the microcosm of the immediate family, extending out to the macrocosm
of institutions, and beyond to the exosystem of society and culture. Interestingly, Neal
and Neal (2013) argue the nested or concentric image is an inaccurate representation of
what instead should be represented as a networked ecological environment in which
“overlapping arrangement of structures, each directly or indirectly connected to the others
by the direct and indirect social interactions of their participants” (p. 727). Or put simply,
if one were to visually map the interactions of a developing child in real life, it would
result in a complex web of connections instead of neatly organized concentric circles.
The growing field of network science has uncovered the omnipresence of network
structures of different shapes and sizes all over the natural world, such as the connections
in a human brain, the root structure beneath a tree, or the interactions among proteins in a
human cell (Lima, 2011). Thus, it is not surprising that network scientists have also
begun revealing how the social lives of humans structurally exist as a series of complex,
layered, and dynamic connections. Visualizing social systems through social network
analysis has become a key process for understanding the network structure in which
social capital exists (Scott, 2000). Since this study incorporated visual representations of
social networks during data collection, a few background details about this technique are
explored next.
Network analysts use sociograms to depict the frequency, reciprocity, and
emotional intensity of interpersonal relationships providing a visual representation of a
particular social structure (Granovetter, 1973). Visualizing the networked relations
between actors results in images of network structures with defined boundaries of who
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belongs inside the network, clusters of close ties as a result of frequent interactions, and
peripheries of weak relations defined by scarce interactions (Plastrik & Taylor, 2006).
Analysis of sociograms focuses on visually inspecting for structural patterns or
statistically describing the average distance between actors or the centrality of position of
actors from the outside to the center (Watts, 2004). As an example, a network can be
described as relatively closed when all the actors tend to be connected to each other or
open when actors tend be disconnected from each other (Balkundi & Kilduff, 2005). The
impact of various structural patterns have been studied to understand population level
outcomes, such as how nutrition habits within networks influence obesity rates of
different groups (Demongeot & Taramasco, 2014; Muckenhuber, Dorner, Burkert,
Groschadl, & Freidl, 2015). Examining network structures can also facilitate
understanding of how to design for collaborative activity. In a collaborative online
WikiProject, it was found that a network structure of a highly cohesive core of
collaborators improved effectiveness of the approach (Qin, Cunningham, & SalterTownshend, 2015). In addition, egocentric network maps are used to analyze how the
structure of a perceived network of social ties influences particular outcomes. When
groundnut farmers in Uganda and Kenya were asked to describe their network, the
resulting network maps explained how farmers with open networks marked by ties to
external supports such as researchers, input sellers, or extension agents acquired more
information about new seed varieties than farmers with closed networks (Thuo et al.,
2014).
The release of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model prompted a significant set
of literature to explore how concepts of social networks and human development interact.
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Coohey (1996) describes the evolution of a specific area of research that centers on the
question: are mothers (or occasionally fathers) who neglect or abuse children socially
isolated? Initially, this was framed as how well families were connected to formal sources
of support such as churches and clubs. Later into the 1970’s researchers began asking
about how family mobility influenced the maintenance of informal sources of support.
Moving into the 1980’s, more questions began appearing on how families perceived the
adequacy of their own social support network, which lead researchers to begin comparing
actual levels of support with perceived levels of support. For example, an Australian
study interviewed 305 families about their social connections in “four network
domains—friends, kin, neighbors, and community groups” (Homel, Burns, & Goodnow,
1987, p. 162) and found the best predictors of child happiness, friendship network, and
social skills were the number of dependable friends and ties to community organizations.
Overall, the common variables identified by much of this research point toward the size
of parental networks, the kind of network members, the closeness of those relationships,
and both the perceived and true functionality of support provided by those connections
(Beeman, 1997; Gaudin & Pollane, 1983). Today, a family’s “social economy” or the
informal and formal connections transacting knowledge, resources, and support is
considered a critical component of daily family functioning (Mitchell & Campbell,
2011).
In summary, studying the structural aspects of social networks has been a fruitful
approach to quantifying how and why relations between people embedded in social
systems matter. Notably, however, the research focus still remains somewhat limited to
describing the impact of structural trends instead of exploring the underlying
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psychological processes affecting decision-making of the various social actors within
those network structures (Westaby, Pfaff, & Redding, 2014). Beginning with the
structures of social networks establishes what systemic social interactions look like, but
tells you very little about why they exist in the first place.
Social Trust
The reason trust matters in the creation of social capital can be summed up by
Hardin’s (1996) observation, “the central problems of effective cooperation are to
commit oneself and to convince others that one is committed” (p. 29). The Oxford
Dictionary defines trust as the “firm belief in the reliability, truth, ability, or strength of
someone or something.” Accordingly, the construct of trust is a judgment about how
benevolent another will be within a social context. Experimental research, using social
dilemmas in which participants must make a choice to do what is best for the group
versus what is best for their own interests, has demonstrated trust as an important variable
of cooperative relationships, particularly during conflict (Balliet & Van Lange, 2013).
Trust is simultaneously a pragmatic decision-making tool to guide behavior and a deeply
personal emotional sense between people tinted by histories of rewards and betrayals
(Lewis & Weigert, 2012).
Trust becomes a key component of social capital at a collective level because
groups of people can “have a certain radius of trust, that is, the circle of people among
whom co-operative norms are operative” (Fukuyama, 2001, p. 8). At a societal level, a
generalized radius of trust is thought to act as a form of social glue in which people
operate according to the shared norm that ‘other’ people will promote the welfare of the
whole rather than just themselves. Robert Putnam argues that generalized trust has been
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on the decline in the United States (2000). His argument sits upon decades of data
showing a trending downturn in affirmative responses to social survey questions such as,
“generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted?” (p. 137). In
addition, Putnam observes persistent and wide gaps between socioeconomic groups in
which the ‘haves’ more often agree to statements of social trust than the ‘have-nots’. To
solve the issue, Putnam calls for “many more Americans [to] participate in the public life
of our communities” (2000, p. 412) and ultimately to become as community oriented as
we once were during the Progressive Era. Barbara Arneil examines Putnam’s argument
by insightfully questioning the narrative of social capital theorists that social networks
innately create social trust:
If one takes the gap in trust as seriously as the decline, the social capital analysis
of trust may ultimately be turned on its head: the central question is not so much
how we increase connectedness in order to build trust, but, rather, how we
overcome a sense of betrayal and create trust in order to build healthy and
connected societies. (p. 128)
Considering specific historical instances illuminates the inherent complexities of
understanding how and why trust is created at a variety of levels within a social system.
Using the Soviet Union as an example, Khodyakov (2007) provides a useful framework
to show trust as an context-dependent process existing along three trust/distrust
continuums: (1) interpersonal trust with familiar ties, (2) thin interpersonal relations with
weak or less families ties, and (3) institutional trust with impersonal entities. In the case
of the Soviet Union, there existed strong interpersonal trust among kin and local
community members. In the context of scarce consumer goods, access to resources and
services outside of the immediate family and neighborhood ties through personal
recommendations to ‘weak ties’ became essential. Both thick and thin trust became
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critical to survival because there existed low institutional trust in the government being
able to legitimately provide needed functions to support the welfare of its people.
Furthermore, significant past experiences of betrayal within and between groups
can have lasting implications producing circumstances in which trusting an unknown
“other,” either of an interpersonal or institutional sense, is viewed as very risky behavior
(Cook, 2005). For example, research on African-American perceptions of the health care
system has brought to light deep distrust in a system that once allowed 400 men in Macon
County, Alabama to suffer from syphilis after penicillin became the standard cure
(Kennedy, Mathis, & Woods, 2007). On the other hand, the existence of social trust has
been linked to a variety of positive global human development factors such as increased
reports of population-level wealth, education, and health outcomes (Özcan & Bjørnskov,
2011). Additionally, social trust has been found to be positively linked with increased
socializing with informal ties, educational attainment, and better overall health,
supporting the theoretical notion that trust is an outcome of social network participation
(Glanville, Andersson, & Paxton, 2013; Huang, van den Brink, & Groot, 2011). In
summary, trust as it relates to social capital operates both relationally between people and
generally as a belief in others or institutions. Cultural and historical nuances drape the
structures of social networks to influence perceptions of trust (Igarashi et al., 2008)
impacting the emotional, financial, or positional social exchanges.
Social Resources and Returns
For the primary scholars cited in the literature, social capital is a metaphor.
Bourdieu used the capital metaphor to discuss the inequitable exchange of resources
through social structures, defining social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or
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potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less
institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (1986, p. 248).
Nan Lin took the resource function of social capital further by describing how “both
collectivities and individuals actors take action for two primary motives: to protect
existing valued resources and to gain additional ones” (Lin, 2001, p. 45). Based on Lin’s
rationale, Rostila (2010) described how individuals maintain mental health and life
satisfaction through the emotional support from intimate ties (i.e. expressive returns) in
addition to strategically utilizing other social connections for advice, wealth, or power
(i.e. instrumental returns). For example, a person is utilizing his/her social capital for
expressive returns when he/she decides to call up a close friend to emotionally cope after
a difficult conversation with the boss. During the conversation, the friend could suggest
connecting the person to an organization looking for someone with her skills. The
second part of the interaction is an example of an instrumental return since one is
receiving a job resource. Additionally, expressive returns exist on a collective level when
for example support groups lead to the increased general psychological well-being of a
community or instrumental returns when the coordinated action of a group leads to
securing financial or political outcomes. Thus, it is through the acquisition of social
capital that both individuals and groups transform their position, power, and relations into
other forms of capital leading to increased knowledge or access to other material
resources.
The various forms of capital were distinguished in Coleman’s (1988a) seminal
article in which he theorized three forms of capital: physical capital (i.e. money and
material resources), human capital (i.e. knowledge and skills), and social capital in which
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relations between actors afford information sharing, norm enforcement, and development
of trust and common expectations among group members. James Coleman specifically
argued that strong relations among adults and children in families, and those families
within their communities, increases the human capital of their children by directly or
indirectly promoting their educational attainment and outcomes (1988a). To substantiate
his argument, Coleman cites data demonstrating high school dropout rates are higher for
family structures in which there are four children in one-parent households (22.6%),
instead of two parent households with two children (10.1%) even when controlling for
socioeconomic status, because the time the child can benefit from social interactions is
further limited as competing demands on parental time increase. Since Coleman,
researchers have continued to validate and elaborate on social resources that are fostered
among kin relationships.
A large survey study of high school students in Croatia linked better reports of
health with more positive responses to the question, “Do you feel your family
understands and gives attention to you?” (Novak, Suzuki, & Kawachi, 2015, p. 2). In a
survey of over 1,000 individuals in the Nederlands (Van Der Gaag & Snijders, 2005),
familial ties were found to be particularly important for both children and adults for daily
emotional support; whereas non-kin relationships were more often associated with
instrumental actions, such as finding a job.
Social interactions among family members are also unique in terms of the notion
of reciprocity or people doing for others what they have received. Plickert, Cote, and
Wellman (2007) found the presence of reciprocity generally predicts the likelihood of
exchange of social resources between two people over time; except between parents and
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their children. The finding that social resources exchanges between parents and children
seem to operate outside the social norm of reciprocity is likely because people are born
into the unique child-parent relationship; whereas relationships outside of kin are
voluntary and thus the norm of reciprocity is more important to demonstrating
commitment to a friend or an acquaintance.
The common adage, “It is not what you know, but who you know” gets to the
heart of why people voluntarily invest time in a variety of relationships. It is often
hypothesized that those who actively bridge across different networks of people, instead
of solely maintaining the bonds within a single network, “are individuals who know
about, have in hand, and exercise control over, more rewarding opportunities” (Burt,
2000, p. 355). Despite the unique bond between parent and child, not all benefit from
this bond equally, and close relationships can become important to developing persons as
they acquire connections capable of bridging them to needed resources. For instance, an
educational ethnography of students in an inner-city high school shed light on the
importance of non-parental youth advocates in providing social resources, such as
navigating for educational resources or advocating on their behalf (Hemmings, 2007).
Esposito & Happel (2015) found young urban men, disenfranchised from their families
and school, created their own networks outside of adult-mediated connections to get
necessary money and knowledge to survive on the streets.
An observation that social resources are sometimes necessarily negotiated outside
of familial ties introduces the question; does more variety of connections in a network
translate to greater social returns? There is some empirical evidence that diverse types of
social capital, or a variety of social connections, is related to higher job status and wages
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(Behtoui, 2007). Additionally, Hauberer (2014) found that apolitical organizations
designed to bridge connections between heterogeneous groups (e.g. a public radio
membership or volunteering for a charity) provided individuals with greater social
resources than homogenous political association groups (e.g. exclusive political party or
women’s rights group). In the U.S., the 2000 Social Capital Benchmark Survey data was
used to demonstrate that instrumental civic actions, such as signing a petition or attending
a rally, were best predicted by the diversity of a person’s organizational memberships
(Son & Lin, 2008). Conversely, participating in social movements through individual
activism has also been shown to produce more diverse social networks (Tindall, Cormier,
& Diani, 2012).
There are also advantages to be gained through cohesive groups of people. In
contrast to “bridging networks” that bring diverse people together, “bonding networks”
with families, friends, or neighbors is where the most expressive resources (i.e. emotional
supports and practical daily supports) are exchanged (Van Der Gaag & Snijders, 2005).
We are reminded by Barbara Arneil (2006), “the notion of bridging capital, to the extent
that it requires groups to ‘transcend’ their particular identity, represents a danger” (p.
179). The principal of “homophily,” commonly referred to as “birds of a feather flock
together,” is a very powerful cultural and normative force since people can more easily
predict the behavior of others with similar characteristics, such as age, gender, or
ethnicity (Field, 2008; N. M. Moolenaar, Daly, & Sleegers, 2012).
An area of organization management literature explains how people prefer to seek
out trusted people in their network to figure out a problem before turning to non-human
resources, such as Internet resources or policy manuals (Cross, 2001). The principle of
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homophily would suggest that people are also more likely to build relationships with
colleagues that are similar to them, limiting the diversity of social resources, but
promoting a sense of solidarity and shared identity. Moreover, the diversity of social
networks have been found to vary according to gender or life stage (McDonald & Mair,
2010). Specific to the idea of bonding networks, women are more likely than men to
create occupational networks of highly trusted contacts, while men tend to create more
brokerage opportunities among weaker ties (p. 354). A feminist interpretation of this
finding is that women have historically been subjected to discrimination, exclusion, and
exploitation; therefore, strong bonds among women are important for facing life’s every
day challenges and promoting a shared sense of empowerment to change the status quo
(Alfred, 2009).
In closing, while keeping the above gradations in mind, all people generally
acquire some amounts of both instrumental and expressive social resources as a function
of a variety of ‘bridging’ and ‘bonding’ types of social capital. Moreover, the microlevel social decisions and the macro-level structural influences are unique to each
context. Individuals partake in a complex web of different types of social networks,
including personal, occupational, neighborhood, and civic networks. Societies generate
social networks around a range of services and institutions. This research proposal is
particularly concerned with the micro-level social networks of adults working with young
children and families within the macro context of the education and care systems in the
U.S.
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Social Capital in Education
The components of social capital (social networks, social trust, and social
resources) provide a theoretical explanation for the various ways relationships matter.
More specifically to the current study, there exists an interesting intersection to explore
between social and human capital. Specifically do our social connections and the
resources we gain through interactions with others (our social capital) matter for the
knowledge and skills we acquire (our human capital)? The initial line of research to
simultaneously address human and social capital centers on how social capital of families
or schools influences the educational outcomes of children. James Coleman’s (1988b)
work began a social capital trend in educational research when he reported research
results showing higher math and verbal achievement scores in private schools were
related to the higher amount of social capital within those school communities. In a
synthesis of the educational literature, Dika and Singh (2002) review 39 studies published
between 1990-2001 finding social capital was generally positively associated with both
educational attainment and achievement outcomes in addition to a variety of psychosocial
factors (e.g. motivation or educational aspirations). The authors discuss a variety of
methodological gaps in the conceptualization and measurement of social capital in the
literature available at the time calling for more research to further conceptualize and
explain the mechanisms of social capital in educational contexts. Although educational
research reported in the last decade has continued to deepen our understanding of how
social relationships support or constrain educational outcomes within the context of
school reforms, Moolenaar, Daly, and Sleegers (2012) remind us of the many outstanding
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questions about the specific mechanisms, the influential patterns across close and distant
relationships, and how relationships change over time.
Social Capital and Educational
Reform
With the focus shifting in the last three decades to education reform strategies,
educational research in the social capital arena began framing social capital as way to
promote teacher effectiveness. Pil and Leana (2009) looked at human and social capital
and their effects on math achievement for 1,013 teachers organized into 239 grade teams.
First, math achievement scores were found to be positively associated with aspects of
human capital including a teacher’s experience at grade level in addition to their math
teaching ability. Second, for one standard deviation change in social capital, or the
strength of social ties between teams of teachers, Pil and Leana found a 5.7 percent gain
in student achievement. Last and most notably, the interaction between teachers with
high ability and those that had stronger ties to their teaching team predicted the largest
gains in math achievement scores of their students, leading the authors to conclude that
both human and social capital are important for student performance.
In regard to data use for improving teacher practice, research evidence suggests
access to trusted colleagues marked by reciprocity and formal ties to outside experts and
district resources are both critical to successful outcomes (Daly, 2012). A mixed-method
study of a U.S. urban school district implementing reform initiatives around reading
comprehension found “the underlying social networks played a significant role in either
supporting or constraining the ability of the grade level to understand and implement the
reform” (Daly, Moolenaar, Bolivar, & Burke, 2010, p. 381). In a comparative case study
of two elementary schools engaged in reading instruction reforms, aspects of trust and
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respect among school staff were identified as a plausible reason for differences in
performance between the schools despite the same amount of funding and time to
implement the reforms (Penuel, Riel, Krause, & Frank, 2009). Thus, there is initial
evidence that social capital, namely the quality of interactions among school staff, plays a
significant role in school reform effectiveness.
Additionally, perceptions of social connection among educators may relate to
their sense of self- and collective-efficacy to implement educational reform efforts.
Bandura (1993) stated, “[self]-efficacy beliefs influence how people feel, think, motivate
themselves, and behave” (p 118). In research connecting self-efficacy to social capital in
education, the quality of a teacher’s advice network and friendship network within an
organization was shown to relate to his/her sense of controllability, and ultimately their
self-efficacy, during a significant change in the organization (Vardaman, Amis, Dyson,
Wright, & Van de Graaff Randolph, 2012). A study of teachers across 53 Dutch
elementary schools (Nienke M. Moolenaar, Sleegers, & Daly, 2012) considered the idea
of collective efficacy, or group level beliefs about likelihood of success. The authors
found dense networks of teaching teams who perceive a collective sense of efficacy to
influence their students were found to achieve higher student performance. The authors
explain the intermediary of collective efficacy connect the social capital of teachers to the
human capital outcomes of students; strong advice networks among teachers around both
personal and work-related issues promote a perception of collective efficacy, which in
turn promote higher student achievement. Related to teacher self-efficacy, school
principals in Québec were more likely to view themselves as effective transformational
leaders if they had meaningful relationships at work (Trépanier, Fernet, & Austin, 2012).

38
Attention to the micro-level social relationships within a school building creates a sense
that ‘we are all in it together’ promoting a collective belief that success is possible and
ultimately better outcomes for learners.
On a systemic reform level, district-level policy has been shown to influence the
structure of teacher’s social networks, their access to expertise, and the depth of
interaction they experience (Coburn & Russell, 2008). In a completely different cultural
setting, the value of social capital was compared to the value of financial capital for
promoting inclusive educational practices in Zanzibar (McConkey & Mariga, 2011). The
authors used a qualitative design to find increasing social ties among school personnel,
building linkages across groups (such as teachers with teacher resource centers in the
community), and linking policy makers and community leaders to the change efforts
were all important to the outcomes of this particular case of reform. Although teaching is
commonly referred to as a socially isolating profession, it seems that the amount and
quality of connectedness can vary based upon both individual and organizational
behaviors and policies (Bakkenes, De Brabander, & Imants, 1999).
Social Capital in Early Care
and Education
Generally, literature theorizing and empirically investigating the unique role of
social capital in early educational settings is sparse. Besides a few studies looking at the
how the social capital among children in classroom operates (Tennent, Farrell, & Tayler,
2004; Thorpe, Staton, Morgan, Danby, & Tayler, 2012), most research addressing the
issue frames social capital as one of the many unique variables associated with
influencing educator well-being. For example, in a review of the research on preschool
teacher well-being, it was found researchers have seldom focused on the wide variety of
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influential factors on teacher well-being such as “life satisfaction and quality of family
life, financial stability, emotional and physical health, sense of self-efficacy and
empowerment, the nature and quality of work relationships [emphasis added]…” (HallKenyon, Bullough, MacKay, & Marshall, 2014, p. 160). Wells (2015) examined factors
contributing to high teacher turnover rates in early education settings identifying that
perceptions of support in their work environment may have more of an influence on their
job satisfaction than challenging behaviors of children or a low salary. The author calls
for more research to understand why certain teachers do persevere and are motivated to
remain in their job. This call for research to understand why early educators stay in their
jobs is further promoted by Thomson and La Paro (2013) finding that commitment to the
early childhood field and satisfaction with work predicted the emotional and cognitive
support teachers provided in the classroom. French and Wagner (2010) found that
intrinsic motivation (doing something because of the inherent interest or feeling of
enjoyment) to complete a professional development experience for early childhood
teachers was influenced by their perception of supervisors’ support and relations with
their co-workers. Hence, the influence of social ties seems to be considered one of the
many factors influencing an early educator’s commitment to the field and ultimate
effectiveness in the classroom, but how an educator develops and utilizes professional
networks appears to be missing in the research to date.
Social Capital and Professional
Development
Developing professionals to be effective educators is a socially mediated process.
The knowledge that individuals have the potential to offer, the trust among people to
enable exchange of knowledge, and the mechanisms that link knowledge to changes in
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behavior all represent social capital in the adult learning context (Johnson, 2012). It is
therefore surprising the research on andragogy, or on the process of adult as unique from
childhood learning (Knowles, 1980), has remained somewhat focused on “promoting
self-direction and personal autonomy, irrespective of the [social] context” (Kessels &
Poell, 2004). Further, despite the plausible idea that engaging in adult learning activities
promotes positive healthy and social behaviors, little research exists documenting
benefits of adult learning outside of the economic returns of enhanced earnings and
increased productivity (Feinstein & Hammond, 2004).
One reason the construct of social capital has received limited attention in the
adult learning literature to date is that as Barry Golding reflected, “like clean air and
water, [social capital] is taken as being ‘free’ and is therefore unvalued, devalued or run
down” (2007, p. 15). Hence, using social network analysis methods to raise awareness
among educators of the invisible social structures and processes that influence their
learning and growth has been posed as an important outcome of applying social capital to
an educational setting. An investigation of secondary teachers in the Netherlands
demonstrated that helping teachers visualize the information learning networks created
around their development as professionals facilitated their understanding of the social
processes at play and how to better leverage their social networks for future learning
(Schreurs, 2014). Helping teachers know more about their advice networks, especially
who the ‘expert’ teachers are in particular areas of practice, has been identified as a
fruitful professional development strategy since teachers do not necessarily seek out these
relationships on their own (Baker-Doyle & Yoon, 2010).
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In addition, social capital is the least tangible form of capital to conceptually
understand and measure in adult learning contexts. A point that is nicely authenticated in
a qualitative life-history study (McIntyre, 2012), uncovering a complex relationship
between social capital and community-based adult learning environments. For adults
entering learning situations with different learning histories and varying motivations,
social capital is both a result and a predictor of learning intertwined with each person’s
unique set of life circumstances (p 618). Overall, it seems more research is needed to
describe how social capital operates in adult learning environments, especially in unique
early care and education settings. Understanding how social learning interactions
promote or constrain an ECE system would allow the field to ultimately strengthen and
complement the professional development strategies already in place with strategies that
acknowledge and utilize the social capital force of individuals and collectives in the field.
Social Capital, Adult Learning, and
Early Childhood Professionals
Bluntly, achieving the vision of the ECE profession as a set of comprehensive
services of education, health, and family support “requires the engagement of six or more
service delivery sectors (represented by multiple bureaucracies), eight age cohorts…and,
if, the system is universal, about 36 million children and their parents” (Scott, 2012, p.
18). In addition, ECE services are fragmented across public and private entities using a
variety of delivery and funding models. Common sense would imply individual
knowledge and skills of teachers and administrators alone are not enough to create a
collaborative and integrated system of care and education. A skilled workforce of
individuals interacting and engaging in ongoing social processes of development is a
more comprehensive approach to solving a comprehensive societal problem. Thus,
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methods of developing ECE professionals should be concerned with both promoting
individuals’ skills and how individuals practice their skills in relationship with others in
their unique context.
Perhaps one reason ECE experts still debate the minimum educational
requirements for ECE teachers, a result of the observed modest effects of earning a
bachelor’s degree (Zigler et al., 2011), is that “you can’t get much human capital by just
focusing on the capital of individuals. Capital has to be circulated and shared”
(Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012, p. 3). Ongoing professional development, in which
individuals have the opportunity to share their everyday experiences with others in an
adult learning environment, represents an opportunity to promote both the human and
social capital of the field. Ongoing professional development in ECE has often included
one or multiple of the following methods: (1) trainings or workshops in which groups of
learners come together to learn specific areas of skills or knowledge from an instructor in
a class-like environment outside of the formal education system, (2) individualized onsite coaching in which an outside expert or veteran professional observes, reflects, and
guides an individual to improve their practice within their context, and (3) communities of
practice (commonly interchangeable with the term ‘professional learning communities’)
in which a group of professionals regularly convene to discuss and inquire about specific
practices (Gomez et al., 2015, p. 176). Since most research focus has been given to
training and coaching programs (Schachter, 2015), communities of practice remain
vaguely conceptualized in terms of both the definition and desired goals of professional
development providers using the method. However, as will be briefly discussed below,
there is a long-standing theoretical foundation upon which these methods extrapolate.
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Professional learning communities. Being one of the first educational
philosophers to articulate the role of experience in learning, John Dewey wrote
“Continuity and interaction in their active union with each other provide the measure of
the educative significance and value of an experience” (1938, pp. 44-45). In other words,
the continuous nature of our everyday experiences allows us to apply the relevant
moments of our past to understand our present situations and guide us toward future
approaches to learning; while our transactions with the objects and persons that make up
our environments influence how we ultimately construct each unique experience. Since
Dewey, conceptions of the various aspects of experiential learning in social systems have
deepened in the literature on communities of practice.
Wenger (2000) defines three elements of a community of practice to include a
shared understanding of what the community (“joint enterprise”) is about, mutual
engagement in activities shaped by norms of how people in the community relate to each
other, and a “shared repertoire of communal resources” manifested through such
resources as language, routines, or artifacts (p. 229). These communities can exist
anywhere that people come together around shared interests or goals and often include
learners with different amounts of knowledge and skills creating opportunities for the
novice community members to learn from the experts (Merriam, Bierema, & Ebooks,
2014). The notion of “legitimate peripheral participation” (Lave & Wenger, 1991)
describes the process of newcomers entering a professional practice and acquiring the
necessary sociocultural practices needed to fully participate through a social process of
learning.

44
In education, professional learning communities have largely been defined as
tools within school buildings to increase the individual capacity of teachers, to enrich
interpersonal capacity, and to create better organizational capacity for teaching and
learning (Sleegers, den Brok, Verbiest, Moolenaar, & Daly, 2013). Allowing teachers to
autonomously set the direction for their learning together and implementing routines and
norms that facilitate a “sense of community” are thought to be some key aspects of the
professional learning community approach (Linder, Post, & Calabrese, 2012). Further,
the role of both novice and experienced teachers through the lens of social capital helps
explain how professional learning communities are more effective when people have
access to the expert teachers facilitated by ongoing trusting and reciprocal interactions
(Yi-Hwa Liou & Daly, 2014).
Professional learning communities in early care and education. Research
efforts on the use of professional learning communities in ECE are far and few between.
In a recent meta-analysis of professional development in early childhood settings,
Schachter (2015) identified five out of the 73 research articles reviewed as implementing
a method of professional learning community. Interestingly, the terms “community of
practice” or “professional learning communities” never appear in one article included in
the review (Yilmaz & McMullen, 2010). Further, the authors provide almost no
information about the professional development methods used other than stating
researchers spent “several hours per month” in four different Head Start classrooms
mentoring and coaching teachers (p. 179). In another study, an online learning
community strategy was used after receiving resources and information on how to
support children with challenging behaviors in the classroom:
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For the next month the teachers were asked to interact with each other about their
experiences with using the strategies that they were implementing. Through this
online learning community, the teacher participants engaged in sharing
information about how strategies were working and using one another for
feedback, suggestions, and venting. (p. 39)
Although the results of the study do offer evidence of the positive impact of providing
online social supports for the teachers, it remains unclear if the method derived from the
theoretical ideas of communities of practice or from some other theoretical bases for
focusing on the social connection among teachers. Finally, in the case of a randomized,
controlled study with 55 teachers working with 193 Dual Language Learners,
communities of practice meetings were paired with training and on-site consultation
(Virginia Buysse, Castro, & Peisner-Feinberg, 2010). The authors of the study outlined
the purpose of regular community of practice meetings (six-eight altogether) as providing
“teachers with opportunities to view videotapes of their own practices and those of other
teachers as a method of determining how they could refine and improve their
instructional strategies” (p. 198). This study implemented a much more structured form
of community of practice with the purpose and goals of the meeting being defined by the
researchers. From informal communications among peers through an online discussion
forum to structured in-person meetings to refine instructional behaviors, methods of
professional learning communities within ECE settings vary greatly (if they are offered at
all). Even more alarming is the lack of description of the professional development
methods used and explicit connection to the theories of experiential adult learning, such
as situated learning or communities of practice.
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Chapter Summary
The current chapter defined the construct of social capital, using Rostila’s (2010)
model, as the instrumental and expressive resources available as a result of the social ties
and interpersonal trust that exist at the micro-level between individuals and the social
structures and generalized trust that exist at the macro-level of groups and institutions.
Social capital has been conceptualized as both a product of historical and institutional
biases and an instrument for social movements to change the status quo. From research
and theory explaining how individuals’ develop embedded in complex social systems to
reports of teaching teams experiencing more collegial trust seeing better student
performance, the idea of social capital has come to have a presence in the educational
research literature. However, narrow conceptions of social capital and applications have
been witnessed in the literature on early childhood, especially around development of
early care and education professionals.
Using the theory of social capital as a research lens offers a unique opportunity to
study adult learning as a process between people since “social capital is substantively
embedded in individuals’ relationships, not in individuals’ attributes” (Lee, 2014, p. 455).
The intellectual contributions of single individuals are not realized until they encounter a
social situation in which their knowledge and skills are needed. Building a more robust
field of practice around ECE requires a more sophisticated understanding of the give and
take of social environments in which teachers and administrators develop, especially
those that are specifically tasked to develop them. After all, the relationship between a
caregiver and a child is “the central feature of quality in early care and education settings
and as a predictor of children’s eventual readiness for school” (Zaslow & Martinez-Beck,
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2006, p. 3), why would the relationships among ECE professionals and the people who
teach them be any different? Thus, the purpose of this interpretive qualitative case study
was to create a thick description of the social networks, trust, and resources perceived by
individuals participating in the design, implementation, and experience of an ongoing
professional development program employing methods of training, coaching, and
professional learning communities.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
The first two chapters set the foundation for why a study is needed. The intent of
this chapter will be to provide a detailed description of the current research design
looking at the construct of social capital in a professional development setting for early
care and education professionals. The hallmark of case study research is the exploration
of an issue within a bounded system (Creswell, 2007). Since the case itself is of
particular importance to a case study, the background and context of the case will be
given first, followed by my personal stance as a researcher, then a more thorough
introduction to the methodology, and ending with the specific methods of investigation.
Case Background
The study took place in a large urban city, home to over 600,000 people, in the
western United States. The city is somewhat racially diverse, with 31% of the
respondents to the 2010 census being Hispanic while another 10% were African
American. People are choosing to move to the city at a fairly rapid rate, with some
predictions showing the metro area population will double by 2030. As is the case with
any growing urban population, the need for a strong education system is a priority. In
2006, the voters in a large urban city in the western U.S. approved a 12-cent sales tax on
purchases of $100 or more to fund a universal preschool program for all children the year
before entering kindergarten. The program is administered by an independent, non-profit
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organization funded by no more than 5% of the sales tax revenue collected by the city
which will be referred to here as the City Preschool Program. A seven-member Board of
Directors, comprised of six mayoral appointees and one current member of City Council,
provides oversight. A 25-member Board of Advisors, also appointed by the city’s mayor,
counsels the organization on issues related to program policy and operation. The
rationale given by the City Preschool Program for providing tuition assistance to all
families that wish to send their children to preschool explains, “the more young children
we expose to quality preschool, the better our chances for raising the bar of learning and
increasing the success of tomorrow’s workforce” (City Preschool Program Website,
December, 2015). For designers of the program, the concept of “quality” is a key
component to achieving the goal of “raising the bar.”
Therefore, the 250-plus preschool programs that participate in the program
receive funds to support continuous quality improvement through access to materials,
quality ratings, and professional development for staff. The state in which the city
resides has had access to a Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) for ECE
centers and family homes since 2000. The goal of a QRIS is to provide information to
consumers of childcare about the “product” they are purchasing by assigning star ratings
to programs based on their compliance with quality standards. The level of star ratings a
program receives is often based upon outside assessors determining the quality of
classroom learning environments, staff training and education, parent involvement,
classroom ratios, director leadership and business practices, and the use of child
assessments and developmentally appropriate curricula within a program (Schaack,
Tarrant, Boller, & Tout, 2012). To incentivize families to purchase higher quality care,
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QRIS is also used as a lever by policymakers to improve the overall quality of the ECE
system by making funding levels tied to achieving certain standards of quality. The
current case is an example of that strategy in which a family will receive a higher tuition
assistance amount when they choose a higher quality-rated center or family home
provider. All participating preschools are required to create a “customized improvement
plan that’s built for the size, location and goals of your school” (City Preschool Program
Website, December, 2015) which includes a combination of professional development
strategies to improve teacher practices in the classroom.
In order to provide the necessary professional development, the City Preschool
Program contracts with two other non-profit entities within the city to provide coaching
and training. The first organization is the City ECE Council whose purpose is to
“coordinate and manage quality improvements…leveraging resources, opportunities, and
connections to create a quality system that impacts the lives of children and their
families” (Partnership Application, 2015). The City ECE Council partners with the
second non-profit entity, the Professional Development Institute or PD Institute,
specializing in providing ECE coaching services through “research-based model that
combines training, education, and coaching to increase the skills and competencies of
early childhood professionals and families” (Partnership Application, 2015). In a single
year from July 2013 to June 2014, the PD Institute delivered “more than 8,670 hours of
training and 4,143 hours of individualized coaching” (Partnership Application, 2015).
Although there is no explicit definition of coaching given in the contract proposal, the
coaching model employed incorporates a variety of content areas in a five step process of
partnering with teachers and administrators to (1) articulate goals for improvement, (2)
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gather information about their baseline behaviors and current outcomes, (3) develop an
action plan, (4) implement the action plan, and (5) evaluate implementation and outcomes
to inform future practices. All coaches are trained in “relationship-based professional
development,” the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) (Pianta, La Paro, &
Hamre, 2008), the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scales (Harms, Clifford, &
Cryer, 1998), mandatory reporting laws of child abuse and neglect, and cultural
responsiveness.
In the fall of 2015, the City ECE Council and the PD Institute were jointly
awarded the “Coaching and Quality Improvement Advising Partnership” contract.
Although the two entities have been implementing professional development services for
the City Preschool Program since the launch of the program in 2007, the latest proposal
delineated several new services. Overall, the professional development program planned
to assign a “Lead Coach” to each early childhood program to be a single point of contact
for conducting a needs assessment of the program related to quality improvement
benchmarks, making funding recommendations individualized to each provider’s need,
leading professional learning communities (PLC’s) among City Preschool Program
providers, and implementing ongoing coaching. The on-site coaching was the only
component remaining mostly unchanged in the new contract of services; whereas the
needs assessment, professional learning communities, and “lead coach” model were new
strategies to improve the “client experience.”
The present study focused on the implementation of the professional learning
communities within the bounded case of the full City Preschool Program’s Coaching and
Quality Indictors Advising program. While the coaching was designed to “allow for
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differentiated and context-specific implementation support,” the professional learning
communities “will advance providers’ skills and experience through an integrated,
reflective, and collaborative learning process” (Partnership Application, 2015). Teachers
and administrators voluntarily joined a PLC to have sustained interactions with peers to
reflect upon and exchange insights around focused topic areas covered in trainings and
coaching sessions. The lead coaches were responsible for facilitating six consecutive
PLC sessions over a 6-month period. The original proposal included a variety of PLC
groups including four PLC’s to be offered to novice center-based teachers in geographic
proximity, one PLC specifically for family home providers, a set of three to four PLC’s
focused on a specific topic of interest providers are wishing to explore more deeply, and a
PLC for center directors and other program administrators. The actual PLC groups were
anticipated to change based upon the information collected as a result of needs
assessments survey.
Researcher Stance
My own interest in this topic of study and case is a result of my ongoing work
directing a grant designed to support the ongoing professional support and networking
among alumni of a graduate fellowship program for early childhood leaders. I have been
involved with the leadership program since 2007. I first served as the program
coordinator at the four-year university site offering the graduate certificate and moved in
2012 to the community partner site, the PD Institute, to begin implementation of the
alumni programming. The leadership program initially transformed the way I understood
how to approach solving the critical issues facing young children today. In 2012, I firmly
believed that effectively promoting the knowledge, skills, and confidence of early
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childhood professionals to engage in local and state policy-making, to garner funding and
public support, and to contribute to a more robust systemic infrastructure would lead to
positive outcomes for young children and families in our state. However, the last three
years of work focused on “leveraging collective voices” and “coordinating an efficiently
tied leadership network for communicating and translating change” in the state has forced
me to begin asking questions that challenge my own assumptions about an individualized
professional development approach. The types of people a leader has access to on a
regular basis, the trust among people engaged in local policy-making, the norms around
exchange of resources have all emerged as critical variables of an individual leader’s
effectiveness, despite his/her mastery of leadership theory and practice.
Interestingly, as I began thinking more about how and why early childhood
leaders should socially connect, colleagues in the offices adjacent to mine were having
discussions about the role of networking and methods of peer support more broadly in
ECE professional development. Since I am employed by the PD Institute under
investigation in this current study, I had unique access related to their work implementing
this particular professional development program. The grant project I manage at the PD
Institute is not connected with the City Preschool Program and the Coaching and Quality
Indicators Advising Project, but I became aware of the recent decision to include PLC’s
in the next round of the project because of my physical proximity to the work. This case
represents a more typical professional development scenario in ECE than my current
project and is an opportunity to explore the intersection between human and social capital
in a context removed from my own, but with similar challenges associated with the ECE
field at large. For example, the contract proposal does acknowledge “the significant
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barriers to provider participation” because of a variety of issues associated with an
overwhelmed and underpaid workforce—staffing challenges and turnover, lack of
transportation to PLC’s, or lack of reimbursement for time spent in professional
development activities. These challenges are not unique to this specific case, but
represent the reality of implementing innovative programs to lift the field to a profession
within a disjointed system.
In addition to my role as an early childhood leaders network director, I have also
continued to foster an active interest in teaching and learning as a doctoral student in
educational psychology. I approach learning situations with my own theories of learning
most closely aligned with constructivism: meanings are essentially constructed as human
beings interact, engage with, and interpret the world (Crotty, 1998). At the midpoint
between objectivism and subjectivism, a case study framed by the constructivist stance
constructs meaning based upon interpretation of various pieces of information rather than
purporting to create original meaning. My personal bias towards a constructivist
epistemology means I see the purpose of the research as describing and interpreting the
multiple truths of others as they experience and construct those personal realities. Then, I
attempt to represent them in ways that help those involved in the experience, or other
scholars interested in the phenomenon, to come closer to collective understanding of the
complex and dynamic social phenomenon as it operates in our current sociopolitical
environment.
Furthermore, since the nature of the current research is in response to and a part of
a social change effort, perspectives of critical theory will have an underlying influence on
my approach to the study. As demonstrated in the previous two chapters, the issues the
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field of ECE faces are constructed in part by the more limited privileges of women
working as caretakers in a society that values economic productivity associated with
male-dominated professions. The fact that we frame the constructs as human versus
social ‘capital’ is reason enough to approach this study from the stance of a critical adult,
defined by Brookfield as “one who can discern how the ethic of capitalism, and the logic
of bureaucratic rationality, push people into ways of living that perpetuate economic,
racial, and gender oppression” (Brookfield, 2005, p. ix). Given the enormity of the
critical theorists’ task, the current study represents one slice of inquiry of a larger
“spiraling process…of reflection and action” (Crotty, 1998, p. 157). In other words,
insights gained during and as a result of the case study will inform further reflection and
practical action of promoting an effective workforce to care for and teach young children.
Notions of both constructivism and critical theory shape my approach to
interpreting my world and generating new knowledge. Similar to how social capital
operates on both a micro and macro level, my own epistemology and theoretical
framework operates simultaneously from the micro epistemology of constructivism
within a larger macro context shaped by powerful social biases best examined through
critical theory. As an early childhood professional and a student of learning processes, it
was my intention as a researcher to continually surface my own constructivist beliefs and
my curiosity about the critical aspects of the study to both inform and enhance the rigor
of the study.
Methodology of Qualitative Case Study
As a result of my research interests being focused on understanding the process of
social capital, and the various meanings attached to that process, a qualitative
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methodology is employed to study the construct. Specifically, I utilized a qualitative case
study approach, as defined by Merriam (1998), to study how social capital is conceived
and valued by those involved in the bounded social system of an ongoing professional
development program offered to early childhood programs participating in a publically
subsidized universal preschool program. Accordingly, the purpose of this interpretive
qualitative case study (Merriam, 1998) is to create a thick description of both the
perceptions and lived experience regarding the otherwise invisible social structures,
social trust, and social exchanges among participants during implementation of the
professional development program. The data collection and analysis of the case study
focused on the implementation of a professional development program being revised to
include a new professional learning community component. Although the original
proposal for the professional development project included other revisions related to
more targeted coaching based on individual program needs assessment and a new lead
coach approach, documenting the PLC component took precedence since this aspect of
the professional development offered was the only one intended to capitalize on social
interaction among the learners.
To capture a well-rounded narrative of the case, three different perspectives are
explored through a multiple within-case design. In the first two chapters, I argued for a
more expansive view of how individuals develop in response to the current needs of a
growing early childhood field. So it would seem most logical to study only the individual
experiences of the administrators and teachers receiving professional development
services. However, the reader is reminded, expanding our view of a developing person
using the construct of social capital requires the focus to shift from individual attributes
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to “the social resources that evolve in accessible social networks or social structures
characterized by mutual trust [emphasis in the original]” (Rostila, 2010, p. 321).
Therefore, I chose to look at the construct as existing in a nested system beginning with
the individual learners joining a social learning situation, nested within a social system of
professional development providers making ongoing decisions about the implementation,
while nested within another socially negotiated system of policies, procedures, and predetermined structures. Of course, these three social systems were nested within the
greater society with cultural norms and institutions influencing all aspects of what it
means to work in the ECE field at that particular moment in time. Focusing on three
within-cases allowed for a deeper understanding of each nested system within the context
of the greater cultural and historical context of the early childhood field. Thus, the first
within-case perspective shared focuses on the initial pragmatic design components,
structures, and resources in place due to the current realities of the ECE system. The
second within-case perspective captures the evolving approaches, resources, and capacity
of the implementation team responsible for providing the professional development
experiences. Finally, the third within-case ultimately tells the story of how social
interactions are perceived and activated by participants receiving professional
development.
The question guiding the research process was, how are the components of social
capital experienced in the process of developing early childhood professionals? For each
within-case perspective (the design, the implementation, and the experience), the three
primary questions were respectively: (1) how does the program design support social
interactions in the professional development settings? (2) How are social learning
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experiences fostered over time? (3) How do ECE teachers and administrators experience
social interactions related to their professional development? See Appendix B for the
initial research questions and data sources chart organized by each within-case
perspective I used as a guide while collecting data. The exploratory nature of these
questions drove the use of a qualitative methodology and the research techniques, or
methods, discussed below.
Methods
Beyond addressing a single integrated system, case studies have three distinct
features, which will be defined in terms of the present study (Merriam, 1998). First, case
studies are particularistic such that by studying this particular early childhood leadership
program provided insights into the phenomenon of social capital among participants in
this specific professional development program. Second, by varying the type of data
collected from participants the case study provided a thick description of this particular
complex entity under investigation. Lastly, case studies are heuristic because they can
“illuminate the reader’s understanding of the phenomenon under study” by analyzing and
presenting insights gained (Merriam, 1998, p. 30). The sections below will describe each
method deliberately chosen because they are suited for embarking on this kind of
experiential research journey. However, as Stake (1998) wrote, “Case researchers enter
the scene expecting, even knowing, that certain events, problems, relationships will be
important, yet discover that some actually are of little consequence” (p. 93). Thus, the
eventual story told from this research was a result of decisions made in the field based
upon the most basic methods of careful listening, observing, and authentic reflexivity on
my part as the investigator.
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Gaining Entry to Case as Researcher
As already mentioned, access to this case was based on previous relationships I
had with the coaching team at the PD Institute because we worked on the same office
floor. While our work roles did not intersect often, we did interact on a regular basis in
the common areas of our physical workspace. Consequently, I had been developing
relationships with this team for over three years. When this particular research
opportunity was suggested to me, I immediately discussed the possibility with the
supervising coach of the team. She invited me to an upcoming team meeting to propose
the idea to the full team and all involved expressed their interest and excitement in having
me join their work as a researcher, particularly in terms of the professional learning
communities since this component was a new approach for all involved. I continued to
seek out this team for advice around the case background and feasibility of various data
collection and methods during the proposal process.
Once the design was in place, I sent a brief summary of the research purpose and
methods to the other partner organizations to seek their organizational support for
conducting the study. I entered the field at a time when the needs assessments were
underway or completed for each participating program, but the professional learning
communities were still being developed based on the information collected. The
coaching team, and particularly the coaches assigned to facilitate the professional
learning communities, became my primary access point to the professional development
experiences because of their involvement in the process from start to finish. Therefore,
upon receiving Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval for the study, I officially
began my time as researcher in the field by having individual conversations with each
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coach to review the informed consent form to ensure each person was aware of the
purpose of the study and my desire to be involved in their planning and implementation
process. I also met in person with two key individuals, one from PD Institute and one
from the Early Childhood Council, to ask more in-depth questions about who I should
involve in the study and address any concerns or questions they had about my presence as
an observer of the process. I also made a point of introducing myself in person to a key
individual from the City Preschool Program to remind them about the study and to
indicate up front that I planned to setup a group interview to involve them as well. By
making all the parties aware of my intentions and research goals, I was able to identify
others involved in the research design or implementation to ensure I was making
appropriate interview invitations. These initial conversations also opened the channel of
communication to ensure I had access to related information as the professional
development project moved forward. Once the professional learning communities began,
I joined as an observer participant to gain access to the learners and began the below
process of collecting data.
Participants and Sampling
There were three groups of participants: (1) the program partners from the three
organizations collaborating on the design and implementation of the professional
development, (2) the professional development coaches responsible for facilitating the
ongoing professional development experiences, and (3) the ECE professionals
participating in the ongoing professional development initiative. Seven individuals from
across the organizations participated in focus groups and archival data collection, 11
coaches participated in field observations, with six of those individuals being observed
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facilitating a PLC. Three participants of the PLCs were interviewed about their social
experience and observed in the ongoing professional development contexts. In addition,
six directors, five center-based teachers, and three family home care providers
participated in participant focus groups at the conclusion of their PLC experience.
The program designers and coaches were conveniently sampled as they were
already chosen to serve in their specific roles. In addition, the participants of the PLC
group interviews were all conveniently sampled as individuals already attending the
session were invited to participate. Stratified purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2007)
drove decision-making for selecting the professional development participants
individually interviewed with the goal of including perspectives from at least one centerbased teacher, one home-based provider, and one administrator. In addition, I sought
individuals representing different stages of their career development that were clearly
committed to attending the PLCs. I received the full list of participant emails from the
PLC facilitator and invited targeted participants through email invitations. Of course,
agreements to participate and logistics of scheduling did impact the final sample. For
example, I was initially unsuccessful in identifying a teacher willing to be interviewed,
most likely because of limited availability during the end of the year teaching schedules.
I therefore made a special announcement about the study in one of their PLC sessions and
was able to successfully identify a participant after the participant approached the PLC
facilitator afterwards regarding her interest in participating. In total, 34 individuals
participated in this study. Although I never asked for specific demographic information,
my observations indicate ages ranged from 25-65 years old, five of the PLC participants
were women of color (all program design and coaching participants were Caucasian), and
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one interview participant (John) was male. I selected pseudonyms for all participants to
protect their identity. See Appendix C for a table of case study participants for each
within-case showing both their professional role at the time of the study and their role in
the study.
Prior to observing facilitators or interviewing individuals or groups, each
participant read the full consent form to ensure each individual understood the purpose of
the research and the voluntary nature of their participation. Among the information about
the purpose of the research, commitment, and risks involved, the consent included
explicit notification to participants of my plan to audio record all of the interviews and
then transcribe verbatim the contents of the conversation (except for content related to
their identity for which I used pseudonyms and altered identifying details). Two potential
teacher participants decided to leave a group interview before I reviewed the consent
form since I began by saying their participation was voluntary and not a required
component of their PLC experience. All interview participants gave their consent to be
audio recorded.
Data Collection through Interviews
The choice to use interviews as a primary source of data was a result of my desire
to “elicit stories of experience” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 163). Interviewing individuals and
groups is an effective and popular method of investigating social constructs. Interview
designs exist on a continuum from highly structured interviews using pre-established
questions with limited response options to very unstructured interviews in which the
questions are open-ended; while semi-structured interviews exist somewhere in between
(Fontana & Frey, 1998). Since I began with a conceptual framework of the construct of
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social capital to explore how individuals and groups interpret and experience specific
aspects of this construct, I utilized a semi-structured approach for both individual and
group interviews. I employed a research design to include both individual and group
interviews.
To understand how different types of professionals experience social connection
as a professional, I completed three individual interviews with people regularly attending
a PLC group. The interviews added more in-depth knowledge of individual experience
with social capital and their development as a professional beyond what could be
observed in the PLC sessions. The interviews also allowed individuals to share about
their social experiences across settings. A major question guiding the interviews was,
how do early childhood teachers and administrators describe their social network for
learning and growth as a professional? In an interview format, all three participants, a
center-based teacher, a family home care provider, and an administrator, were asked to
complete a developmental network map adapted from the work on developmental
networks for adults in their workplace by Higgins and Kram (2001). Similar to a
sociogram, the map is a visual representation of a person’s social connections and the
quality of those connections. However, unlike the research presented on sociograms in
the previous chapter in which observations are usually conducted solely on the
sociogram, the purpose of the sociogram in the interviews was to serve as a visual prompt
and tool to facilitate the exploration of the concepts related to social networks and trust
within the interview setting. Appendix D shows the complete activity in addition to a set
of open-ended questions used to reflect on the map each person drew.
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In addition to three individual participant interviews, I also conducted group
interviews with three different PLC groups including one with center-based teachers, one
with family home childcare providers, and one with directors. The primary reason for
including participant group interviews was to understand how PLC participants compared
this experience to other forms of professional development and perceived issues of trust
or exchange of social resources as a group. Secondly, since I only interviewed individual
participants once, the group interviews allowed me to verify some of the sentiments
shared by individuals in particular roles. Lastly, by the end of the PLCs, I also had some
specific questions related to the design and implementation cases to inquire about with
participants actually involved in the PLC experience. I aimed to conduct culturally
responsive group interviews in order to hear authentic experiences and beliefs from
participants, particularly for the more marginalized groups of administrators and teachers
(Rodriquez, Schwartz, Lahman, & Geist, 2011). This meant I set up the interviews to
include the naturally occurring group in the environment and waited until the end of the
study to ensure comfort with each other. All of the participant group interviews took
place directly after the already occurring professional learning community meeting. All
PLC attendees were attending the session voluntarily and were given the option of
leaving with full PLC participation credit prior to the group interview beginning. I was
given access to each group through the PLC facilitator who voluntarily dedicated time on
the last PLC session agenda for the group interview (See Appendix E for the teacher and
administrator group interview guide).
Group interviews were the primary method used to inform the research question
around the professional development design within-case. I conducted three group
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interviews to gather perspectives from each of the organizations involved in the design of
the PLCs. The questions guiding this case were: (1) what factors of the current ECE
context influenced choices in the design of professional development? (2) What resource
constraints were accommodated in the professional development design? (3) What are the
major goals of the Professional Learning Communities? and, (4) How do those involved
in the design of the professional development expect the professional development
experience to influence the social connectivity of the learners? The choice of group
interviews as a method of data collection is both practical and methodological.
Practically, this was an efficient way to gather information from each of the key
individuals involved in the design of the program. Methodologically, each group socially
negotiates the design of the professional development as a group within their own
organization and between the organizations. Thus the three separate group interviews
allowed access to individuals involved from each organization and was an effective
observational technique of group dynamics. For participant convenience, I sent three
separate email invitations to each organization giving a wide variety of times to choose
from and scheduled interview times at each of their respective office locations. Each
group interview lasted about an hour and only one participant (from the PD Institute)
could not ultimately participant in the group interview due to a last minute schedule
conflict (See Appendix F for the design participant group interview guide).
Data Collection through
Observations
The reason for including the method of observation was to spend time in the
natural occurring field in which the professional development was designed,
implemented, and experienced. In other words, these were settings in which I as the
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researcher had no explicit role in convening as I did with the interviews. However, it is
important to note the probable overlap between the semi-structured interviews and the
informal conversations that occurred as I engaged in the field of study. “The terms
fieldwork and field study usually connote both activities (observation and interviews)…”
(Merriam, 1998, p. 94). Thus, using a case study approach, my intent was to engage in
fieldwork across the bounded system of study in which observations and conversations
wove together to inform the study as a whole.
The primary entry point to the whole case was through members of the coaching
team, or facilitators of the professional development sessions, and thus I spent
considerable time observing in the field with this group. Specifically, I spent
approximately five months as a peripheral observer defined by Adler and Adler (1998)
observing and interacting “closely enough with members to establish an insider’s identity
without participating in those activities constituting the core of group members” (p. 85).
With respect to my main research question of: how are the components of social capital
experienced in the process of developing early childhood professional, my observations
were focused on understanding two layers of experience. The first layer was focused on
the implementation of the professional development for which some initial guiding
questions were: (1) How did the coaching team conceptualize the goals of each
component of the professional development? And how are those goals related to social
capital? (2) How did the understanding of professional learning communities evolve over
time for the coaches? (3) In what ways did coaches influence the social experience of the
participants? and, (4) How did the coaches experience structural or resource constraints?
The bulk of the observations were made during the facilitated PLC sessions often with
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debriefing conversations with the facilitators directly after each session. Across the four
PLC groups, I observed around 70% of the total number of professional learning
communities delivered. Since I did not attend every PLC session, I had lunch on several
occasions with the coaching team or engaged in several ‘water cooler’ debriefing
conversations about their facilitation experience.
The second layer of observations were concerned with understanding the
experience of the professional learning community participants. The use of social capital
in terms of information exchange, group norms, support or encouragement of each other,
or exchange of physical resources in a natural setting were the focus of the observations
from the experience perspective. Thus some initial guiding research questions were: (1)
In what ways did participants employ their social resources? and, (2) What were the
social dynamics of each different professional learning community? I spent time in the
learning environments observing any possible manifestations of social capital in which
instrumental or expressive resources were exchanged in the professional development
setting. As will be discussed in more detail later, detailed field notes were created during
and directly after observation sessions.
Data Collection through Artifacts
There are obvious limitations to being one researcher attempting to capture an
entire social system of an ongoing professional development. One of the primary
limitations is the fact that I was not present prior to entry into the field and I was not
present at every moment relevant to the professional development during the period of
data collection. Thus, in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the case, I
reviewed archival documents and publically available information that existed prior to
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my entry into the field. For instance, I reviewed the websites for each organization, the
original request for proposal from the City Preschool Program, and the response to the
proposal submitted by the City ECE Council and the PD Institute. In addition, while I
was in the field, there were other artifacts created by the participants during
implementation and several forms of “researcher-generated documents” (Merriam, 1998,
p. 118). Examples of artifacts that I accessed during my time in the field were the teacher
and administrator needs assessment survey templates, literature used by the coaches
during the development of the professional learning communities, handouts provided to
participants during the PLC including agenda, and participant written reflections or
evaluations completed at the end of each session.
In addition, I included several researcher-generated artifacts. First, the
developmental network maps from the individual participant interviews utilized to
facilitate the interviews also provided a visual representation of a component of the
construct of interest. Thus, I did analyze each map as a physical artifact. Second, I took
photos of the physical spaces in which professional development sessions were hosted.
While careful to not include people, I arrived early to take photos of the physical
characteristics and materials setup prior to PLC participants arriving. I also took photos
of physical artifacts created by the group during the session, such as a list of group
agreements or comments documented as a group regarding a particular topic of
discussion. These photos of the learning environment and materials provided concrete
visualizations of the environments and tools utilized to foster the social learning of
participants. The resulting artifacts were included in the analysis to varying degrees
based upon their eventual relevance to the results of the case study.
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Researcher Journal in Field
In any of the above methods of data collection, getting myself to a particular place
at a particular time was only half the work involved in effectively utilizing these
methods. The other half was to document my observations in a well-designed and
executed set of field notes. Because this is the part of qualitative research that I struggle
with the most, I gave considerable thought about the best way to ensure I adhered to this
important aspect of the research process. First, on my calendar, I scheduled both a ½
hour prior to the observation or experience to prepare myself and to review the research
questions and purpose of the experience and then a half-hour after the experience to
capture my observations in my field notes. I used both a physical paper journal for
moments when I was in the field and an electronic journal for moments before and after
where I had access to my laptop. In addition, I visually represented social dynamics or
physical characteristics of the space through drawings, which were easier to do on paper.
On the other hand, when I needed to get a lot of thoughts, stories, or memories
documented, I chose to type since it is a more efficient way for me to capture everything.
Both the paper and electronic journal were dedicated to three aspects of the
ongoing study: (1) documenting observations and notes in the field to continue to build a
rich description of each within-case perspective, (2) document my own reactions, biases,
thoughts about the case, and initial hunches or analytical thoughts to encourage
reflexivity throughout data collection, and (3) to begin comparing across cases and
analyzing themes emerging within the larger case. For paper notes, I separated my
observations into columns with the first column dedicated to raw observations and a
separate column for documenting when I noticed personal reactions or observed biases.
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In addition, I used the back page of my journal to capture analytical notes of emerging
themes for either the within-case or collective case (See Appendix G for the researcher
journal template utilized throughout the study). Electronic observation notes had a
similar format, except instead of a back page; analytical notes were often saved as a
separate file. All field notes included a header with the date, location, and length of
observation and were filed chronologically in a large three-ring binder kept in a locked
file cabinet drawer.
Data Analysis
After concluding all of the forms of data collection including individual and group
interviews, in-field observations, and review of artifacts created both prior to entering the
field and generated during my time in the field, I synthesized and analyzed the
information collected. To clarify, the final data sets analyzed from all of the above data
collection methods, organized by each within-case perspective, are as follows:


Within-case of the design: Three group interview transcripts; field notes from
group interviews; observation notes from artifact reviews



Within-case perspective of implementation: A series of ongoing peripheral
observer notes from time on site with the coaching team (i.e. after a PLC
debriefing conversation over lunch); professional development observation notes
focused on the activities, resources used, and facilitation strategies; and ongoing
artifact field notes



Within-case perspective of the experience: Transcripts from social network
interviews from three individual PLC participants; observation notes of
professional development experiences focused on social interactions, group
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dynamics, and use of resources socially negotiated either as individuals or as a
collective group of learners; written participant reflections/evaluations about PLC
sessions; three group interview transcripts


Cross-Case Researcher Journal: Both paper and electronic field notes with raw
observations, observations of myself as researcher, and beginning observations
related to emerging themes or conceptions of social capital being manifested
through the field experience

Given the pure amount of data collected, analysis begun during my time in the field to
both manage the inherently overwhelming nature of this kind of data and to inform my
decision-making while in the field; for example my choice to leave the field upon
reaching data saturation in which new information was no longer emerging to add to my
understanding of the construct within this particular case (Creswell, 2007).
Overall, during and after data collection, I engaged in the essential processes of
qualitative data analysis of data reduction, data display, and meaning-making (Huberman
& Miles, 1998) for each of the within-case perspectives and the collective case. In
alignment with the case study approach as defined by Merriam (1998), an inductive
approach to data analysis defined as “working from the data of specific cases to a more
general conclusion” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 147) guided my approach. Because qualitative
research is an emergent process directed by the data collected, I generally engaged in
each step of my data analysis as originally proposed while also recognizing how
strategies needed to be adjusted to fit the data collected. Generally, I first conducted a
within-case analysis of each perspective using a narrative approach to analysis in which
each perspective was discovered through a process of identifying the pieces of the story
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that represent unique places, interactions, and movement of time (Clandinin & Connelly,
2000). The purpose was to narratively understand each story using the tools of time,
place, and conceptual realities as they exist in the data for each social group representing
the program design, implementation, and experience. From these unique stories, which
are theoretically assumed to exist in a larger nested system, I engaged in a process to tell
a collective story of the larger social system of the professional development program. A
constant comparative method was employed in which categories or themes were created
to reflect the purpose of the research, were exhaustive, mutually exclusive, sensitizing,
and conceptually congruent (Merriam, 1998, p. 183-184). In the end, I attempted to
represent my experience, interpretations, and derived meanings in a way that was both
relevant and compelling for those interested in the results and implications of this work.
Trustworthiness
The first step in producing a compelling piece of qualitative research is to ensure
it is enacted with rigor, which includes great consideration of why another person should
trust the conclusions drawn by the researcher. Qualitative research, and in particular case
study research, can engage in many procedures that allow the reader to trust in the
research findings. First, since the researcher is the primary source of data collection,
there is direct contact with the phenomenon being explored, which allows for deeper
understanding and increased likelihood of providing the reader with the enough detailed
information to be meaningful (Merriam, 1998). Second, in contrast to traditional
quantitative research approaches to establishing validity, the overarching epistemology
for qualitative research seeks to “accurately represent the phenomena to which they refer”
and to engage in methods that will illustrate that the findings are warranted (Schwandt,
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2007, p. 309). In other words, the purpose of qualitative researcher is to represent a
phenomenon rather than reliably predict it.
In light of this research approach, the current investigation used the following
methods for trustworthiness as defined by Merriam (1998): (1) triangulation, (2) member
checks, (3) long-term observation, (4) researcher biases, (5) peer debriefing, and (6) thick
description. Triangulation was employed by collecting multiple sources of data to
provide a more holistic understanding of both the phenomenon and case. In addition, I
engaged in a second form of triangulation referred to as theory triangulation in which
multiple theoretical perspectives are used to interpret a single set of data (Janesick, 1998,
p. 46). Member checks were employed by having individually interviewed PLC
participants and design group interview participants review a summary of ideas generated
from a review of the transcripts. Each person was asked to provide feedback to the
researcher on any missing ideas or other details to be included. About half of the
participants asked sent feedback regarding the request to review the accuracy of the
information collected. Additionally, I sought members of the coaching team to clarify
any conceptual details needing clarification throughout my time in the field and during
data analysis. I also met with the entire coaching team upon completion of data
collection and conducted a debrief session with them regarding some initial findings.
Long-term observation was achieved by interacting with people in the field for five
months with an average of two-three interactions per week regarding some aspect of the
case. I actively sought to surface my own researcher biases about the field of early
childhood, the activity of professional development and adult learning, and the construct
of social capital throughout the research; as demonstrated by my researcher stance in the
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current chapter and my intent to continuously make these biases known to myself and to
the reader in the reporting of this research. During the second-half of my field
observations, I met almost weekly by phone for peer debriefing sessions with a collegial
peer familiar with the purpose of the study and the qualitative research approach to
discuss research design choices, initial analytical insights, and my own experience as
researcher. Finally, the findings of this specific case study can be applied to other
situations by providing a thick description “…so that readers will be able to determine
how closely their situations match the research situation, and hence, whether findings can
be transferred” (Merriam, 1998, p. 211).
Although not always intuitive to social science researchers, I believe long-term
observation and strategies to maintain awareness of researcher biases are particularly
advantageous to the process of qualitative inquiry for multiple reasons. Since I have been
engaged as an active participant in the early childhood field for over 10 years, I embark
on the study with an already unique perspective and understanding of the context.
Similar to the method of prolonged engagement in the field used in many ethnographic
studies, my prior experience serves as an advantage in terms of my establishing trust with
the participants and my ability to draw on previous knowledge of the context and issues
while in the field (Creswell, 2007). However, prolonged engagement in the field must be
balanced with self-awareness of norms and beliefs I have inherited along the way.
Therefore, my detailed field notes to both attempt to objectively capture observations,
places, words used, physical structures, and related interactions was as important to the
rigor of the study as my subjective notes that engage me as researcher in the situation
with personal history and scholarly goals.
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Research Design Considerations
Although I have outlined a case study proposal that I believe will provide needed
insights regarding the social structures, trust, and resources within an early childhood
professional development environment, the chosen methodology and the realities of
dissertation research must be addressed. First, despite all of the attempts to create a thick
description of the collective case, I was only in the field for a moment in time seeing only
slices of the larger whole (Merriam, 1998). Second, the reader is asked to put a certain
amount of faith in the researcher that I indeed enacted all of the methods as described and
accurately reported my research intuition and pragmatic realities of the field experience.
Of course, this could be a limitation of all research. Further, the methodology itself was
not intended to be representative of the larger early childhood professional development
landscape and individuals are not representative of the entire early childhood workforce.
Instead, the strength of the approach, as previously discussed, was bringing to light the
particularities in one unique case to elicit a broader understanding of other cases or
current conceptions of the phenomenon under investigation.
In addition, there were challenges to embarking on this kind of research as a lone
doctoral student with limited resources. I did not have many resources to provide
incentives for people to participate in the study, which may have limited who and how
many people ultimately participated. In addition, rigorous case study research requires a
lot of time ideally over a significant period of time. In reality, the length of the study was
both a product of the findings and my own practical need to finish a dissertation process
within a reasonable time period possibly limiting my ability to have true prolonged
engagement. Also, working as the only researcher engaged on the project in the field
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means more possibilities for bias. As the primary author, I attempted to remain
“conscious of the biases, values, and experiences” (Creswell, 2007, p. 243) that I applied
to the research through ongoing reflexive processes of journaling and writing. The final
obvious consideration, but one still worth noting, was this study was conceptualized and
completed by a novice researcher. This process was intended in many ways to provide
me with the necessary experience to become a proficient qualitative researcher.
However, I was somewhat limited by the lack of experience influencing the decisions I
made in the field, how I facilitated the interviews, what I noticed during the observations,
and how I made meaning from the experience. At the same time, I brought a solid
foundation to the various ideas and knowledge surrounding the ECE field and
professional development methods based upon a decade of work and schooling.
Furthermore, I brought an eagerness and fresh perspective to the case study approach that
other veteran researchers may not have applied. Thus, these considerations are simple
realities both of conducting social research itself and being a person on my own
developmental trajectory producing this particular instance of research.
Ethical Considerations
I would like to conclude this chapter with a discussion on the possible ethical
dilemmas and issues that required my attention while in the field as a peripheral observer
and beyond as I wrote up the findings and interpretations. It is important to begin by
stating that there exists no precise map to guide the ethics of a qualitative researcher in
the field. The ethical process of qualitative research has been described as a “swamp [in
which] each individual will have to trace his or her own path. That is because there is no
consensus or unanimity on what is public and private, what constitutes harm, and what
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the benefits of knowledge are” (Punch, 1998, p. 179). As the primary instrument of data
collection and interpretation, my own researcher stance built around constructivist and
critical theory informed my commitment and desire that those interacting with me in the
research process walk away feeling empowered by having their story told. However, in
reality, I could not ensure this outcome and was ready for the alternative possibility that
my interaction in the field caused distress or embarrassment because the research process
inherently requires to some degree making otherwise private experiences and
perspectives public. “Qualitative researchers are guests in the private spaces of the
world” (Stake, 1998, p. 103), and as such, I listened carefully for concerns raised
regarding both the positive and negative implications of transporting information from
the private space to a public space.
Specifically to case study research, ensuring confidentiality of those involved
proved problematic because the research approach “by definition, is an intensive
investigation of a specific phenomenon of interest…selected because it was unique,
unusual, or deviant in some way” (Merriam, 1998, p. 217). Especially on a local level,
those involved in the study, and even their specific roles, might be discernable by others
simply because there are limited numbers of scenarios involving professional
development for ECE professionals involved in a universal preschool model. The
consent process was important for this reason as I explained that the results of the study
were to be made public and their participation was completely voluntary. In addition, it
was important to mention that the intent of the study was actually to uncover the social
spaces and systems between and among people rather than focusing on evaluative
judgments of individuals or the professional development program as a whole. This
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research focused on the construct of social capital dampening the affect that the research
spotlight has on individuals, but instead broadens the light to include dyads, groups, and
cultural systems.
In contrast, the focus on systems brings up political considerations in which the
research might disturb the social system in unintended ways. For example, while in the
field information about a partner organization might have been shared with me informally
that would impact the health of the partnership if shared publically. While I might have
made an observational note of it, analyzing such information required critical analysis of
how such a comment contributes to the collective case story and usefulness in
understanding the construct. As anticipated, careful analysis of politically sensitive
observations made some observations less relevant to the emerging findings or was
reported generally in a way that is not harmful to existing relationships. In addition, and
somewhat ironically, I had to cultivate social capital between myself and among the
participants within the field by behaving in a ways that would “espouse trust, reject
deception, and abhor harm” (Punch, 1998, p. 180) in order to obtain the social resource of
qualitative data. Established trust with participants was anticipated to help in
circumstances in which we needed to collaborate around any unforeseen ethical
dilemmas during the research process. Furthermore, I must acknowledge that collecting
this social resource of qualitative data was of primary importance to me as the researcher
and did not necessarily add value for others involved in the process. Thus, I offered a
small gift card to the three PLC participants and offered to share relevant insights with
those engaged in the design and implementation of the professional development as a
small form of compensation for their involvement. Qualitative case study research is an
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intimate affair with the ultimate purpose of exposing the experiences and beliefs of
others, but exposure does not have to lead to distress for those involved since I committed
to thinking critically throughout my time in the field about the influence of my presence
and the implications of the emerging findings.
Chapter Summary
As Merriam (1998) suggests, designing a research study is similar to planning to
go on a vacation trip in which both practical matters of money and time are considered in
tandem with one’s interest in the activities and excitement around the places that will be
seen. This chapter began by exploring how my interests in this topic is rooted in my
passion for positively impacting the lives of young children through the process of
promoting effective professional development experiences for the adults working with
young children. I believe as individuals we construct our own perceptions of reality that
inform our behaviors as we interact in a variety of social environments, but that we are
also obligated to understand how our “micro-realities” are informed by the “macrorealities” of institutional and cultural biases. Through my work with an early childhood
leadership development program, I was conveniently located physically near a team of
professional development providers implementing an adult learning program for teachers
and administrators enrolled in a program to provide public subsidies to families choosing
to send their children to quality preschool programs. The City Preschool Program funded
new components of the professional development program, delivered in partnership by
the City ECE Council and the PD Institute, to include professional learning communities
with a desire to promote peer learning and connection.
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I chose to apply a qualitative case study approach in order to create a thick
description of the overall professional development program. Using a within-case
design, I created three within-case narratives highlighting the intentions and realities of
the program design, the constraints and interpretations made during the program’s
implementation, and finally the social experience of the teachers and administrators
participating in the professional development. The three within-case perspectives
eventually informed the emerging themes across the collective case. A case for the
trustworthiness of the qualitative data to be collected, and ultimately the meaning
derived, is a result of unique aspects of research methods used including the use of
multiple data sources, prolonged engagement, and member checks. In addition,
considerable forethought occurred related to how observations in the field, including my
own biases and initial theme analysis, were collected in an ongoing researcher journal.
The final data set analyzed contained transcripts from both individual and group
interviews, archival and research generated artifact notes, and observational field notes.
Both the limitations and ethics involved in the qualitative case study approach, and as a
result of the circumstances of this particular instance of research, were considered as
salient features of the scholarly process. In the end, the case study presented represents a
relevant inquiry regarding how social networks, social trust, and social resources were
conceived and experienced by people participating in the design, implementation, and
activity of professional development for (and as) early childhood professionals.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS
In the notes from my dissertation proposal defense meeting, the following
appeared: “The analogy of building a house: you have the blueprint and four stakes in the
ground, but where are the walls going to be built?” (Personal Communication, January
12, 2016) After five months of in-field inquiry, I am choosing where to build the walls.
First, the walls are not the components of social capital (i.e. social networks, social trust,
or social resources). As it turns out, the experience of social capital in context does not
operate as a structure by itself. Like a beam of light through a window, the color or
brightness goes unnoticed by people in a room until the light captures a detail on the floor
in front of them or creates a glare on their screen. Thus, social capital becomes a
compelling construct because of how it changes our understanding of the structures in
front of us rather than because of what it is by itself. As a result of my thorough
interaction with this particular case study, I am proposing four important theoretical
perspectives enhanced when the light of social capital shines upon their details. As
shown in Figure 2 below, three perspectives introduced in the following section
(developmental, asset-based, and equity) are unique underlying aspects of the central
perspective investigated in the current study of how learning is situated as a social
activity. Situating social learning emerged in the analysis of findings as a distinct
overarching perspective because it described the activity of implementing professional
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development attuned to the dimensions of social capital. The components of social
capital wove through each perspective to provide a more thorough understanding of how
the social variables of networks, resources and benefits contribute to the interpretation of
the social activity of professional development. Thus, each theoretical perspective
provided the contextual lens in which to interpret the various components of social

SITUATING
SOCIAL
LEARNING INTO
ECE PD SETTINGS
Fosters…
EQUITY OF
ACCESS TO
EFFECTIVE PD

DEVELOPMENTAL
NATURE OF PD

ASSET-BASED PD
APPROACH

SOCIAL RESOURCES AND RETURNS

SOCIAL NETWORKS AND TRUST AMONG ECE PROFESSIONALS

capital.

Figure 2. Four Theoretical Perspectives Made Visible by the Components of Social
Capital in the Context of Early Care and Education (ECE) Professional Development
(PD)
In the next section, I will briefly introduce each of these concepts, which will then
be substantiated for the reader through the presentation of three within-case narratives,
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and concluding with a cross-case analysis in which each perspective will be validated
across the collective case.
Introducing Four Theoretical Perspectives
The first theoretical perspective is developmental. From this perspective, I
acknowledge the complex activity of learning and development across the lifespan as an
ongoing experience influenced by internal cognitive processes and external
environmental influences. Examining social capital from a developmental perspective
allows the connections and relationships formed during the development of professionals
to come into focus. The foundation of human development is relational as evidenced by
the detrimental effects of socially and emotionally impoverished environments on infants
(Karr-Morse & Wiley, 1997). All humans are born with an innate capacity for social
connection, an asset that can serve people throughout their lives. However, the emphasis
on relational needs becomes less intentional for individuals, and for those assisting in
their development, as each person matures cognitively and emotionally because
experience and healthy development leads to great self-regulation and independence
(National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2000). Similarly, analysis of this
particular case study made me wonder if early childhood professionals experience a
similar relational critical period in which forming relationships is a primary need and
focus of their professional development. Furthermore, as the person grows social capital
and a sense of relational belonging in the field, his/her social attention will shift in
importance and function.
The second theoretical perspective is about applying an asset-based view of early
childhood teachers and administrators seeking professional development programming.
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The historical influences of powerful learning theories of behaviorism or cognitive
information processing created a societal view of learners as empty vessels waiting for
experts to input the necessary stimuli to demonstrate particular learned behaviors
(Driscoll, 2005). However, the current case study provided insight into a circumstance
requiring a much different view of the learners as co-constructors of knowledge. More
recently, ideas regarding appreciative inquiry (Cockell, McArthur-Blair, & Ebooks,
2012), asset-based community development (Schmitz, 2012), and strengths-based
coaching (Curtis, 2014) are all becoming more familiar terms in adult learning settings.
At the core, these emerging ideas in the literature all communicate a shared desire to shift
learning activities from focusing on the learners’ deficits or needs to a stance which
uncovers the learners strengths or assets through the learning process. A modern day
asset-based approach simply acknowledges what John Dewey (1938) argued many years
ago—educators can initiate the creation of learning environments, but we should never
forget to “…consider the other factor in creating an experience; namely, the powers and
purposes of those taught” (p .45). Thus, early childhood professionals, and those that
support their development, should no longer operate from a stance in which individuals
are just passive recipients of information. Instead, asset-based professional development
would imply that all learners have the capacity to be contributors and creators of their
own professional development. As seen through the analysis of the current case, social
capital described the specific social mechanisms early childhood professionals already
bring to bear upon their individual and collective growth in service of the larger quality
improvement goals. Social capital further enhanced the argument of moving toward an
asset-based approach by providing a more thorough understanding of the benefits.
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Namely, when people are given an opportunity to actively create a deeper connection to
their own learning, they increase their immediate trust with those around them, their
generalized trust in the collective mission of the field, and are more likely to develop
their practice and remain a member of the field.
The third theoretical perspective is about equity. This perspective is most linked
to realities those in the early childhood field must face, and begin to reconcile, in order to
promote the development of all professionals. An equity perspective forces a
conversation about all forms of development, including social capital, from a critical lens.
There are pervasive inequities across the early childhood system (Baquedano-López,
Alexander, & Hernandez, 2013; Wright, 2011) compounded by the problematic
workforce issues (Whitebook, McLean, & Austin, 2016) which may be limiting access to
a full narrative of social capital in early childhood professional development settings.
The current case confirmed the marginalization of those in the field and the general
sentiment of feeling under-valued by society. Furthermore, with the recent influx of
financial support for early childhood programming, ensuring equitable access to
resources and information across the diverse population of people serving young children
and families has become an issue. Issues of equity are challenges to promoting effective
professional development and creating a well-compensated profession. Social capital
provides another tool for those involved on the ground managing these issues to move
further toward equity. In other words, addressing the equity issues experienced may
require a deeper examination of how aspects of professional development programming
relate to social capital (e.g. relationships across provider communities, repairing trust in
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institutions, or access to social resources) function as both contributors to issues of equity
and possible mechanisms to reduce those inequities.
The final, and overarching, perspective to be explored is about mindfully situating
social learning into the design and implementation of early childhood professional
development. As will be shown, those involved in the current case study frequently
acknowledged the influence of accountability systems designed to drive
professionalization of the field, such as the program quality rating or the early childhood
professional credential systems. Yet, there was a lack of attention to the most
fundamental process to any system built by people to benefit people—people learn,
develop, and change as a result of dynamic social processes (Fullan, 2011). The static,
standardized, and systematic approaches to improving the quality of ECE programs relies
on a system of non-social tools to drive the change rather than naturally occurring social
mechanisms that ultimately bring the system to life. The current case highlighted how
daily social activities across diverse early childhood contexts served as either
opportunities or barriers to reinforce and negotiate accountability systems. In this
particular case, situating social learning described how professional development
strategies could attune to and leverage the various dimensions of social capital to promote
both human and social capital outcomes.
Individual Cases
The interpretation of the four theoretical perspectives and their relation to social
capital emerged out of careful analysis of data collected as part of a comprehensive case
study on a new professional development program for early childhood professionals
called professional learning communities (PLCs). To understand the various social
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systems involved, three within-cases were explored—the professional development
design, the implementation of the professional development, and the experience of the
professional development. To ground the reader in the data that will be used to
substantiate the four perspectives in the final section of this chapter, the following section
will provide a thorough examination of each within-case story.
The Design
PLCs can take many different forms, but they all share common goals:
 Connect with other professionals and learn from each other
 Share your experiences and expertise to explore a topic
 Take charge of your own learning and professionalism (Early Childhood
Council Flyer, January 2016)
A new professional development opportunity for City Preschool Program
providers called professional learning communities appeared in a flyer in January of
2016, but how and why did this opportunity emerge? The short answer is that a group of
people who serve on the program committee for the City Preschool Program (CPP)
decided PLCs would be added to the response for proposal. The PD (professional
development) Institute (“the Institute”) and City ECE Council (“the Council”) responded
to this proposal and created a plan to offer a new professional development component,
called PLCs, which met the expectations of the City Preschool Program. The longer
answer to the question above uncovers significant dynamics of the particular partners and
the context in which they operate.
First, all three organizations exist in an environment in which substantial new
investments are being made in building the system of early childhood. Chiefly, the
federal government awarded $29.9 million dollars to the state in December 2012 as part
of the Race to the Top Early Learning Challenge Fund program. The Early Learning
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Challenge fund added resources to many early childhood system-building projects in the
last four years, but those involved in the design of the PLCs are acutely aware of two
major systemic changes occurring for licensed child care programs: (1) the
transformation of the Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) and (2) the
creation of a Professional Development Information System (PDIS) tied to new
professional competencies and credentials. These major systemic changes explain, in
part, why all those involved in the design of the PLCs described the current early
childhood context as simultaneously exciting and demanding. Carrie at the City
Preschool Program stated:
…we have all of this Race to the Top money that is going into quality
improvement, City Preschool Program money going into quality
improvement…and it feels like that is almost a burden to providers in the sense of
what they’re needing to do…and on a positive note, though, I think it’s a time
where there’s such a swell of support for early learning…we’re on the cusp of
huge opportunities to really elevate kind of the status of the profession.
To access the professional development opportunities through the City Preschool
Program, a child care program was required to participate in the quality rating and PDIS
systems and complete the CLASS Observation Tool Assessment (Pianta et al., 2008) for
each pre-school classroom. Practically speaking, this meant the PLCs were being
designed and offered during a time of substantial systemic growth and transition for all
those involved.
Although all generally functioned as resource supports, each organization was
uniquely involved in supporting childcare programs as the changing system evolved. As
a funder, the City Preschool Program had the most influence on establishing the goals
and timeline of professional development programming since they continually secure and
disseminate a large financial resource on behalf of the city. They were the only
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organization of the three to have clearly articulated their own “Quality Improvement
Framework,” aligned with the state quality rating system framework, which provided the
foundation for all funding allocations and decisions. In comparison after my interview
with City ECE Council staff, I took notice of their role as ‘the mediators’ in my field
notes by explaining, “they flow and direct the money and resources, but they do not have
ultimate control over whom and for what purpose they receive it. They also manage
communications and trust relations on both the provider level and the ‘system/policy
level’” (May 11, 2016). The PD Institute was most often responsible for creating and
delivering professional development experiences. These organizational roles were
operating even for the simple, yet important, task of feeding all PLC participants meals
during their session. The City Preschool Program provided a specific budget
requirement, the City ECE Council ordered the food to ensure they remained within
budget across the PLCs, and the facilitators at the PD Institute actually setup the food
upon arrival and responded to complaints when food arrived late or did not fit the dietary
needs of the group.
On the other hand, individual functions of staff involved in the design of
professional development seemed to overlap across organizations as noticed when
individuals described their job roles. One person from the Council and one person from
the Institute describe interacting on a daily basis with program administrators and
teachers and serving as “somewhat of a support of helping people through the transition”
(Trish, the Institute). One person from each organization described a management role to
“make our quality improvement supports as effective as possible” (John, City Preschool
Program). The third set of roles, most removed from direct interaction with program
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administrators or teachers, described their work as advocates and visionaries during the
process. For example, Carrie at the City Preschool Program described her role “to
oversee the development of the…quality improvement framework, I would say I have
provided some vision…I think my other role is to translate that to stakeholders in the
community so they understand why this is important…” Figure 3 below visually
summarizes the different roles described across the organizations and how directly
involved each role was with teachers and administrators.

Carrie at
CPP and
Noel at
Council

Managers of Effective Delivery of Supports
John at CPP,
Coordinators of Daily Support
Kayla at
Council, Lena Services
at Institute
Elise at Council Teachers and
Administrators
and Trish at
Institute

Design of PLCs

Advocates and Visionaries

Figure 3. The Perceived Job Functions of Individuals Involved in Designing the PLCs
The various roles and perspectives at the organization level and individual level
created different ideas about the purpose of the professional learning communities. In
talking with program designers, there was a very limited sense of a common purpose or
set of goals for the PLCs. In fact, Kayla from the Early Childhood Council described the
process of launching the PLCs as difficult because “we had many conversations and
everyone was using the term PLC, but I don’t think we were on the same page with it…it
wasn’t a universally agreed upon definition of it.” Although not explicitly shared among
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the organizations, a few common defining aspects regarding the purpose and rationale for
creating professional learning communities emerged as a result of the study.
Essentially, the approach seemed most appealing to the designers not because of
what it was, but because of what it was not. It was not a “one-shot training” where you
just “come in for a few hours and learn about a topic” (Elise, the Council). There was
somewhat of an agreement among those in the field that short-term, discrete trainings or
workshops were not effective for producing sustainable changes in practice. “I don’t
think sitting in a room for four hours on a Saturday morning for training that’s not
connected to the next thing, to the next thing, to the next thing, and doesn’t involve that
community aspect, I just don’t think it works” (Carrie, CPP). In fact, the argument that
sustained professional development is a more effective professional development
approach is substantiated in the research literature (Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, &
Yoon, 2001) cited in the original response to a proposal submitted by the Institute and
Council. Thus, as a reaction to the limited results of discrete training models both in
practice and as seen the literature, the defining aspect of the PLC design was simply to
gather the same group of learners several times to create continuity of learning across
time.
Further, emerging out of the delivery of previous professional development
experiences, Lena from the Institute indicated “the notion that having people learn from
each other…I think that…was the core when we were using the term [PLCs] and trying
to introduce it.” John at CPP validates this notion, “Kind of the thought was creating a
network of directors and teachers to come together to share topics.” These comments
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surfaced a second common goal – to have early childhood teachers and directors learn
from each other instead of just next to each other.
Finally, a third idea of empowering or promoting the capacity of teachers and
directors to drive their own learning was related to several longer-term goals. Building
capacity among teachers and administrators to drive their own learning was related to
both pragmatic reasons and to broader implications for ‘professionalizing’ the field. As
Noel communicated her own interest in developing more leadership capacity in the field,
she said, “I feel like our society to some extent has not empowered early childhood
educators to be a voice amongst themselves and advocate on their own behalf.” While
somewhat differently, Trish at the PD Institute communicated a desire to figure out “how
programs can bring this to their own program as a way for professional development—
can they build their own PLC within their own program?” For Trish, the third goal of
promoting the capacity of the learners around their own learning is to see PLC
participants, particularly directors, translate these shared learning practices within their
own programs to reduce turnover and disconnects within their own programs. While for
Noel, a more salient reason to empower teachers and administrators within professional
development settings is to instill more capacity to advocate for the profession.
Up to this point, the goals communicated were framed more as what the designers
of the professional development opportunity hope those participating experience—
continuous professional development experiences, in which those involved learn from
each other, and are ultimately empowered to drive their own learning and development
beyond the PLCs. Yet, I had to dig deeper to understand the rationale behind why those
goals were important.
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First, continuous opportunities to exchange ideas with peers around pertinent
problems of practice were proposed to result in higher program quality and better
outcomes for kids. As Lena somewhat reluctantly stated, “I mean I think from [the City
Preschool Programs] perspective is that they’re expecting that somehow this is going to
lead to improved quality of the programs of the participants.” The Council staff brought
up increasing program quality by way of pointing out the difference between the
theoretical idea of focusing on the emerging needs and topics of the group while
balancing the reality that “we are in an environment where there are certain things that
are kind of fact of life for early childhood programs and the fact that [CPP] has a strong
reliance and a lot of investment into the CLASS system” means the goal of professional
development is always to increase program CLASS scores. Further validating the
rationale of increasing program quality, the individuals from CPP often referenced during
our conversation the importance of the PLCs creating a safe space to share and learn best
practices from peers. Not surprisingly, increasing outcomes for kids is a significant
rationale for all designers in creating a space for individuals to learn in a social
environment. However, referencing best practices or program quality seemed to stem
more from an obligation to the outcome-based goals of the current ECE landscape rather
than from the possibly more direct reasons for wanting to create professional learning
communities. For example, the PLCs were also described by the City Preschool Program
as a way to offset the demands being put on providers in service of increasing program
quality saying that by offering the PLCs they will communicate to early childhood
professionals that “we value you so much, we want to create this special place for you.”
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Promoting intrinsic motivation, embedding mutual accountability, reducing
feelings of isolation, retaining professionals in the field, and “feeling more supported and
less stressed” (John, CPP) were all phrases used to describe why social interaction for
early childhood professionals is important. Each phrase was influenced by the unique
role each person plays. For Elise at the Council who oversaw enrollments, the benefits of
utilizing strategies that build relationships during professional development increases the
likelihood those teachers or directors will decide to enroll in something else that is
offered. While for Carrie at the City Preschool Program who communicated the impact
of the program with stakeholders believed when people feel connected to others in a
professional development setting, they are more likely to show up and go farther in their
learning because they belong to a “trusting environment where someone is calling you on
your stuff.” Lena at the Institute who oversaw the team of professional development
coaches acknowledged how supportive it is for a provider when they know “these other
people are rooting for me, understand my situation, are empathetic, I am going to be more
willing to take risks and try something new…if I fall, somebody may help me up.”
Although an explicit set of goals and rationale for the PLCs was not completely defined
and shared by all those involved in the design, there was a general interest in the PLC
approach because of the social benefits participants may experience; which may lead to
other positive outcomes such as teacher retention, increased enrollments in professional
development opportunities, and more significant learning outcomes.
When asked about the challenges to creating social interactions, all those involved
in the design pointed out the logistical challenges. Since teachers need to stay in their
programs throughout the day, they can only attend professional development
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opportunities in the evenings and on the weekends. The schedule is further limited by the
availability of the facilitators who are not all willing to work on the weekends. In
addition, finding a location in the city that is convenient for everyone is difficult, and
recently the Institute decided to only hold their trainings at their own training center on
the northeast side of the city because of the ease of access to materials or equipment and
to limit staff time traveling. Hence, travel time involved to the PLC could be a barrier for
some participants coming from a different part of the city. One designer, Lena brought
up the Department of Labor regulations that require hourly staff to be paid overtime for
attending trainings outside of regular work hours. Even if the employees are willing to
attend, they might not be allowed to attend because their program director has limited
funds to pay them overtime.
The designers made several accommodations in the design as a result of these
challenges: (1) The PLCs were voluntary (2) Need assessment questionnaires were
completed that included a question about the interest of individuals in a PLC and the best
days and times for them to attend (3) Topics for PLCs were determined after collecting
information from those interested about what would be most relevant to increase their
motivation to attend, and (4) Providers were offered a $100 incentive to attend at least
four PLC sessions by the City Preschool Program.
In summary, when I embarked on this within-case study regarding the question,
how does the program design support social interactions in professional development
settings? I was interested in a few different aspects—the contextual influences, the goals
of the professional development, and the resource constraints. What I discovered was a
profound contextual influence of the current changes in the field, most specifically
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around quality ratings and the new professional development competencies and
credentials. The goals for the PLCs were layered, complex, and nuanced based on the
different perspectives of those involved. There were explicit goals of what learners
should expect to experience if they participate in a PLC and there were even more
underlying reasons of why those experiences would matter.
The primary resource constraint was time. First, the designers themselves only
had a few months to collect all of the needs assessments and create a responsive PLC
platform, the coaches only had a limited amount of time to conceptualize how they
planned to facilitate professional learning communities, and the participants had to fit the
PLC times and location around their own personal or professional commitments.
Everyone involved made sacrifices around time. Finally, how does this all relate with the
social connectivity of teachers and administrators? At the design stage only, it is difficult
to answer that question without first learning about what happened in the implementation
and participant experience of the PLCs. Therefore, this question will be answered more
fully as the next two within-cases of the implementation process and participant
experiences are explored.
The Implementation
Social learning experiences in the PLCs were fostered over time utilizing a
particular method of professional learning communities called Critical Friends GroupTM
created by the National School Reform FacultyTM from Bloomington, Indiana (2012).
Almost the entire implementation team attended a weeklong on-site training to learn the
method, which focuses on using highly structured processes called protocols to facilitate
collaborative dialogue and learning. As a result of the training, facilitators committed to
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integrating the critical friends group protocols into their PLCs and the full coaching team
agreed to spend two-hours together monthly engaged in their own Critical Friend Group
(CFG) process to learn the model more deeply together. Through the implementation of
the protocols, the PLC facilitators were more able to promote the overarching goals of
ensuring that participants were exchanging ideas around best practice and promoting a
sense of ownership over the topics explored. At least that is the short answer.
The longer explanation of how social experiences were fostered over time
requires a peek into the unique story of each PLC group. I followed the implementation
of four different groups from the end of February through mid-July: The Directors PLC,
The Family Child Care PLC, the Challenging Behavior PLC, and the Instructional
Support: Critical Thinkers Group. Each group met six times with varying schedules (e.g.,
monthly or bi-weekly) and was assigned a facilitator from the coaching team at the PD
Institute. As a brief introduction for the reader, Table 1 below shows each PLC, the
assigned facilitator, how often they gathered, and a short description of who the PLC was
for and what they would expect to learn as written in the original flyer sent to teachers
and administrators advertising the new professional development opportunity.
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Table 1
Summary of the Four PLCs Included in the Implementation Within-Case Study

Facilitator

Frequency of
Sessions

Director
PLC

Trish

Monthly

Family
Child Care
PLC

Darcy

Monthly

Lily

Bi-Monthly

Rachel

Bi-Monthly

PLC Name

Critical
Thinkers
Group

Challenging
Behavior
PLC

Participants Description of PLC as Written
in Original Flyer
Come join other child care
center directors and explore
everything from policy
Directors
writing, retaining and
mentoring staff, best business
practices, and much more!
Come join other family child
care home providers and
Family
explore challenges unique to
Home Care running your own business
Providers while providing a quality
environment for early
learning.
The Critical Thinkers Group
is an innovative model that
supports educators to
facilitate critical thinking in
young children. Participants
attend "Creating Critical
Thinkers" training modules
Teachers
followed with a Professional
Learning Group (PLC) that
focuses on the teaching
behaviors that have shown to
increase scores in the
Instruction Support domain of
the Pre-K CLASS assessment.
Teachers often encounter
behaviors that are, to say the
least, less than ideal for the
classroom environment.
Come to this group to talk
through strategies for dealing
Teachers with these behaviors, and
learn about positive behavior
supports you can add to your
classroom to support the
healthy social emotional
development of all children
birth to five.
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Each group developed their own unique characteristics based on the participants
attending and the style of a facilitator. The original flyer included seven different groups.
However, two of the PLCs, the “Wednesday PLC” and the “Saturday Morning Idea
Swap” were cancelled due to low registration. I did not observe “The Observation and
Assessment PLC” facilitated by a coach at the Council, for whom I was told did not
received the CFG training and did not intend to format the PLC in a similar way.
To illustrate for the reader the unique flavor of each PLC group, the following
section includes vignettes for three of the PLCs. I am not including a full vignette of the
Instruction Support PLC, targeting center-based teachers, because it had many of the
same components as the Challenging Behavior PLC. But it is worth briefly summarizing
a few important observations regarding the implementation of what became known as the
“critical thinkers group.” The facilitator, Lily, originally designed this PLC to alternate
sessions between trainings and PLC meetings. In other words, participants would receive
three short trainings with a follow-up PLC meeting to build upon the ideas presented in
the training. Interestingly, Lily chose not to complete a third training with the group, and
instead finished their final two sessions as PLCs since the group was observably
benefitting from the PLC approach. On average, eight people attended this group—all
woman, one person of color, many were young teachers, and most were teaching in a
school district pre-school setting. This group engaged in robust conversations regarding
their instructional practices, specifically around language development, and easily
applied the protocol experiences to their interactions with children.
The family child care professional learning community: An ongoing
community of practice. The Family Child Care PLC was the first group I observed on a
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Thursday evening from 6:30-8:30. The facilitator Darcy was expecting about six people,
but only three people arrived by 6:40, and only one of those had attended the first session.
I personally did not have much experience interacting with family home care providers,
so I was probably the only one in the room surprised that a participant arrived 45 minutes
late with 4 young children in tow. The participant was visibly distracted by having to sit
with the children and keep them occupied; however, the remaining members of the group
went forward with their agenda with noticeably little interruption from the children. At
the conclusion of a session centered primarily around an interactive training on an
instructional method called dialogic reading, Darcy asked for input regarding if this time
would work in the following months for everyone and suggestions for topics of
discussion. One person said she can make it work, another person said Thursdays were
difficult because her husband typically attends church on Thursday evenings so attending
requires alternate care plans for their children. While the individual who attended with
four children explained that two of the children belong to a mom that cannot pick up until
late in the evening and the other two children were her grandchildren usually with her on
Thursdays. The group did not decide on a better day, but they did decide that it would be
helpful to discuss parent handbooks at their next meeting. So if the primary goal of a
PLC was to gather a consistent group of people across multiple sessions to exchange
ideas around relevant issues, I left the first session wondering if that was a realistic goal
for this group.
As it would turn out, the average attendance to this group remained around four
participants with slightly different attendees each time. Across the sessions, all are
women; most were women of color, and across a range of life stages from young mothers
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to grandmothers. As I observed the group over the next several months, I was surprised
to witness how easily the group shared stories and ideas with each other. Darcy would
provide a prompt, such as the quality rating self-assessment guide, and people would
exchange strategies for accomplishing particular requirements. As stories were shared,
they gave each other encouraging feedback—“did you put that in your rating? That is a
stunning story.” When an issue was raised as problematic for one person, other members
of the group were eager to share how they handle the issue. If they had a parent
handbook developed or a specific curriculum tool they used, they were willing to bring it
in to share with others in the group. Darcy handed out resources to support the group in
creating policies or addressing issues that were problematic. As once a family home care
provider herself, Darcy understood the unique issues the group faces and contributed by
sharing her own stories. One evening, they all exchanged stories and laughter about
having parents arrive to pick up their children and instead choosing to make themselves
comfortable on the living room couch. They have all developed their skills of politely
asking people to leave. By the third session, they self-identified their group as a network
and resource for each other and asked Darcy to provide contact information for everyone
in the group so they could begin referring families to each other or contact each other
with questions.
Darcy utilized a few different protocols to help the group review an article
together or share and analyze a dilemma, but these were often the most awkward and less
productive moments of connection for the group. For example, when asked to share their
“feedback nightmares” through a structured protocol intended to help the group identify
good practices for giving feedback, almost no one in the group had a significant story to
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share and the conversation remained stale throughout the activity. However, stories that
emerged out of the group organically, such as how to give feedback to families regarding
an observable change in a child’s behavior after being with the child’s mom instead of
dad for the weekend, almost always sparked further conversation and detail from the
group. Darcy was also visibly uncomfortable facilitating structured protocols with the
group and even reflected with me afterwards that she has trouble being “strict with the
protocols.” For this natural community of practice, the protocols were politely utilized,
but were not always successful tools to support connection and trust among members of
the group. The participants in this group easily functioned as a community of practice
because of their shared experiences and shared problems of practice. And in the end it
did not matter who the people were in the room that particular month, because they were
all members of a unique social group at the edge of the early childhood system—they
were all family home care providers.
The director professional learning community: The ups and downs of the
overwhelmed. The Director PLC is the only group that met during the day on the second
Tuesday of every month from 11:30-1:30. Average attendance to this group was 15, with
meeting attendance ranging as high as 19 to as low as 8 directors. Over the period of
observation, all attendees were women and three were women of color. The group of
directors represented a diverse set of childcare programs—public, private, small, and
large. The facilitator for this group, Trish, had been hosting a meeting for directors for
many years, but this was the first time it was officially designated a professional learning
community. Notably, Trish did not attend the one-week CFG training. As the coach
manager overseeing the professional development budget for her team, she decided not to
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attend to provide someone else with the opportunity. Thus, she had the advantage of
having previous relationships with many of the directors attending, but was not as
equipped to utilize the protocols to implement the CFG model of a professional learning
community.
On the surface, the agendas developed for each session indicated a PLC approach
with protocols and open forums, but in practice, the mood and activities shifted like a
ship out on stormy waters. For the first session, tables were setup in a large u-shape
facing the projector screen reading “IN THE HAZE: Marijuana and ECE.” The usual
goodies were out on the tables in addition to name tents at each seat. In my field notes it
is clear the 19 directors attending that day experienced a very interactive and informative
session from a local attorney on the legal issues surrounding marijuana and early
childhood program policies and practices. But I also wondered at the time if PLCs were
just the new term for interactive trainings?
Trish designed the next PLC meeting around an explicit social learning approach.
The agenda was complete with networking time, an article discussion, an activity
designed to help the group identify future topics for the agenda, and an open forum. But,
the directors in the room that day drove the agenda in a different direction. After some
network time over lunch, Trish introduced the agenda explaining how the City Preschool
Program wants the topics discussed at the PLCs to be driven by them as the learners.
Jumping at the invitation, several people raised their hands asking clarifying questions
about the requirements for being a CPP provider, which prompted other people to share
their struggles with the new State Child Care Rules and Regulations, which devolved into
a flurry of side conversations involving “Sign-in sheets!” “Hand washing!” “What is
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approved training for pre-service?” A half-hour later Trish decided to skip the article
discussion and re-focus everyone on identifying topics around “individual dilemmas or
work,” “topics I would like to read about and process together,” and “broader issues in
early childhood programs.” Instead, a participant raised her hand and addressed the
group, “Before we do that, Trish, I was wondering if anyone else is having problems
hiring?” People quickly responded with the reasons why hiring is a struggle for them as
well. “The lead teacher qualifications are different at my center versus others, so people
just leave” or “Internships do not work either, they just leave when they want.” Soon the
conversation evolved to the larger issues possibly at the root of hiring challenges, such as
“the credentials are going up, but the pay is remaining the same.” Someone agreed by
saying, “Exactly, when I started out I was in high school, but now the requirements are
too much.” Finally, one director summarized the sense of frustration in the room by
saying, “Don’t they understand I am not trying to be out of compliance with my ratios, I
just can’t find anyone to hire?” With 15 minutes left, Trish transitioned the group to
brainstorming topic ideas in small groups. Trish turned to me to say, “I feel like this has
gotten out of hand and I don’t know how to get it back.”
Since Trish was out of town for the third session, she decided to invite two other
coaches that completed the CFG training to facilitate the meeting. In order to provide the
Directors with a “true PLC” experience, they developed an agenda together that was
highly structured through the use of the protocols. The normal large training room was
booked that day, so they gathered in a large open auditorium. People were very spread
out and the poor acoustics of the large room made it challenging to hear comments from
the other side of the room. The guest facilitators took the group through each of the
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protocols. Unlike the previous session, there was no space given for unrelated comments
or questions and the timeline was adhered to almost exactly to ensure each agenda item
was addressed. Burning questions were left to smolder while the group set shared
agreements and discussed a leadership article in small groups. There was almost no time
for large group conversation because of the strict protocol structures, which did not
matter since no one could hear each other anyway in the large auditorium.
Sensing the urgency around the questions among the group of directors raised at
previous meetings, Trish invited a licensing specialist from a nearby county to present on
the new Licensing Rules and Regulations at the next PLC. There was visible relief on
faces as this group of directors was getting answers to critical questions. In addition, they
were being given resources to help them make the appropriate changes in their programs
and a new contact for future questions. No exchanging of stories, no mention of
connection to each other, no visible promotion of trust within the group. Yet this was a
group hungry for the information and expertise being offered to them.
At the final session in July, a much different professional learning community of
ECE directors appeared. Attendance was much lower with just eight directors available
mid-day in the middle of summer. Trish invited someone to co-facilitate with her and
they engaged the group in intimate and focused conversations. The directors shared new
insights about themselves and applied their learning to how they work with their staff as a
result of a personality types activity and the “feedback nightmares” protocol. The group
began to demonstrate aspects of a PLC that truly fostered peer exchange of ideas and
learners actively driving their own learning. The facilitators were genuinely shocked at
how easily the session flowed and quickly wondered if just reducing the number of
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people made a difference. Most likely with this unique group of overwhelmed directors,
it will take more time to create a consistent social learning experience for professionals at
the heart of the chaos caused by the changing early childhood systems. In the meantime,
Trish will continue to do her best to respond to the ups and downs of the overwhelmed.
Challenging behavior PLC: Creating a critical teachers group. Teachers
interested in attending a PLC centered on the topic of Challenging Behaviors were
primarily individuals teaching in designated inclusive settings for young children with
special needs. The group started out as high as 10 participants, but soon became a core
group of six white women regularly attending—two young teachers and three mid-career
teachers. One teaching director, a woman of color, also attended several times. Two
women were from the same program and another two worked for the same overarching
organization, but worked at different program locations. The group met bi-weekly from
6:00-8:00 beginning in April and ending in June. Rachel, the facilitator, was very
intentional about deciding to fully implement the Critical Friends Group approach. Every
session began with a Transitions protocol and ended with writing reflections. Reflections
from the previous session were read out loud at the beginning of the next session.
Rachel’s goal was to prepare the group to engage successfully in a full dilemma protocol
in which someone from the group would share a real dilemma with the group to process
and receive constructive ideas about how to move forward. Thus, the protocols she chose
for the first three sessions were designed to prepare the group for this experience. Rachel
introduced the protocols in session one by beginning with a chalk talk, an in-depth article
discussion, and establishing group agreements. In the second session, the group learned
the difference between probing and clarifying questions. By session three, participants
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learned how to give and receive feedback and completed a wagon wheel protocol
regarding the general issue of self-care suggested by a member of the group.
By the third session, the participants were comfortable completing the protocols
and Rachel was comfortable facilitating the protocols. Rachel began adapting the
instructions to be simpler for the group to interpret and adapted the timing for each step
to better match the natural flow of the group. Rachel was consistent in her use of a
stopwatch function on her phone to ensure she facilitated the protocol as intended. She
would occasionally share with me moments when she “crumbled” and allowed for some
additional debriefing or comments from the group outside of the structured process, but
she sincerely committed herself to implementing the approach with fidelity. By this point
in my field notes I commented, “Ah-ha! The protocols are not a way to get to the
learning, they are the learning.” I was struck by the possibility that the protocols were a
strategy for teachers to learn communication and connection skills to apply in their own
settings. To clarify, the protocols structured conversations in a way that explicitly
required particular kinds of communication; for example, two minutes to ask clarifying
questions followed by 5 minutes of brainstorming suggestions. This group of teachers
began to value the learning of these communication strategies as much, if not more, than
the content being discussed during the use of the protocols.
The fourth session arrived in which the group would finally, after all that
preparation, engage in a full dilemma protocol. Rachel reflected on the experience over
lunch the next day with me and the other coach Darcy in which she communicated a
sense of disappointment in the result. One teacher brought the dilemma of having two
boys in her classroom that “tend to feed off each other and get physical at inappropriate
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times, like in the block area.” Rachel said the focusing question was not great to begin
with, but that it is up to the participant to come up with her own question. The focusing
question chosen was something like, “how can I get these two boys to stop feeding off
each other?” Rachel said the group did exactly what they were supposed to do, they
phrased suggestions like “I wonder if you…” or “how might he respond if you….” But
the group did not go very far because they could all sense that this teacher was resistant
to looking at her own teaching practices as contributing to the problem. It became
awkward for the group as one participant asked, “I wonder what the activity was during
the circle time and if all the other children were engaged?” As Rachel explained, this
question implies a judgment about a teacher’s ability to provide an interesting experience
for all the children rather than the less threatening topic of fixing the faulty behavior of
one particular child. Rachel closed her comments with, “this teacher was definitely
giving a vibe that she was closed to really reflecting on her own practice with the group,
but maybe she walked away with a couple new suggestions.”
Despite Rachel’s disappointment in the weak results of the dilemma protocol, the
group clearly felt more confidence and ownership over the process. By the fifth session,
the group was correcting Rachel about how to properly facilitate the protocols. They
engaged in a “Quick Consult Protocol” because Rachel wanted to give everyone a chance
to receive feedback and suggestions for their practice. In this protocol, each person
writes a dilemma on paper and passes the dilemmas around the table so everyone has a
chance to write suggestions or ideas for moving forward with the issue. At the end of the
activity, the person who originally wrote the dilemma receives a packet of written
suggestions to consider. As the PLC session came to close, the group began to inquire

109
about when they would get to hear all the suggestions given to each individual.
Responding to the group’s clear disappointment of not getting the benefit of all of the
strategies shared, Rachel agreed to read them out loud at the final session.
By June about half of the group was on summer break and the year-round teachers
were transitioning to working with different children. Despite their transitions, the core
group was still intact through their final PLC session. Rachel ended the group by
reviewing the consult suggestions created at the last meeting and then facilitated a
“Success Analysis Protocol” to reinforce the good things that everyone in the room has
already done for young children with challenging behaviors. The group commented how
sad they are that their time together has ended and makes a request to Rachel to bring
them together for a reunion sometime in the future.
The Challenging Behavior PLC participants had little control over how their time
together was structured because of the prescriptive nature of using all protocols all of the
time. As the facilitator, Rachel chose the sequence of protocols and made some minor
adaptations along the way but resisted the urge to coach or teach the group strategies
even when she questioned if the strategies shared in the group approached the gray area
of “developmentally inappropriate practice.” As the common focal point for much of the
early childhood system building work, these center-based teachers clearly experienced a
meaningful form of professional development through the effective facilitation of Critical
Friends Group protocols. But how meaningful was it from their perspective and how did
it promote their social connectivity?
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The Experience
This study was guided by the primary research question of: how are the
components of social capital experienced in the process of developing early childhood
professionals? To explore this research question, the first within-case took the
perspective of those charged with designing the professional development to be offered
and the second within-case took the perspective of those charged with implementing the
proposed design and PLC concept. The third and final within-case story is about what
the learners reported actually experiencing—both positive and negative experiences in
regard to their development as a professional. The key within-case research question was
how did early childhood teachers and administrators experience social interactions related
to their professional development? To answer this question, I will first summarize the
feedback participants gave about their PLC experience and how it relates with their sense
of social connection in their particular professional role. I will then introduce the reader
to three different early childhood professionals who participated in a PLC and provide a
summary of their individual social experience based upon the perception and
interpretation of their professional network.
Professional learning community participant feedback. Often participants
were asked to fill out some type of reflection or evaluation form at the conclusion of each
PLC meeting. Overall, participants reported a high amount of satisfaction and gratitude
for their PLC experience. The Family Child Care PLC participants used words like
“helpful” and “informational.” When asked what was most enjoyable about the
experience, one person commented, “Just coming together with our training, doing our
work sheet, talking about what's important to each provider”; and another participant
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wrote, “learning new things about other providers.” The directors commented about how
appreciative they were to have knowledgeable speakers and get answers to their
questions. For the sessions in which the directors group had an opportunity to openly
discuss issues, many comments reinforced the importance of “sharing with other
professionals.” One comment regarding the open forum session stated how helpful it was
because “as directors, we are so isolated. Hearing that we all have the same concerns and
challenges encouraged me.” In addition, this group articulated on numerous occasions
the applicability of the information they were gaining. Some were listing “to do” items
for themselves, such as “find out about the parenting safe children class required by
[human services].” Directors also commented on how they would plan to use tools with
their staff, such as “trying ‘agreements’ [protocol] out with staff” or more generally how
they planned to continue to reflect on the information shared, for example “will outline
processes and protocols for change for me.”
While the feedback from the Directors and Family Child Care participants
regarding their experience was fairly brief, the teachers in both the Challenging Behavior
and Critical Thinkers PLCs wrote a substantial amount of both positive and negative
comments. Upon introduction to the CFG protocols, there were positive comments about
having a process to ensure everyone had a chance to speak, or reflecting on “what others
were thinking…fostered thoughts of my own,” or time going by fast because of the
engaging activities. However, some were honest about their discomfort with the
methods. For example, “it also feels sort of directionless with a ‘we discuss what you
want w/challenging behaviors’ rather than ‘here's the topic, what Q's do you have
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regarding this topic?’” or “talking as a group did not work for me because I had trouble
sharing my ideas and making my voice heard.”
There continued to be a sense from some teachers that although they appreciated
hearing from peers, they struggled with not being provided with formal instruction or
coaching. For example, during the third session, Rachel asked participants to write on
the wall how the PLC was meeting their needs and how it was not. One person wrote, “I
would like to spend more time discussing concrete issues with possible solutions.” This
request for more concrete strategies continued for one person until the last session in
which she commented, “very comfortable setting and enjoyable experience. I was just
hoping to be able to take more practical and useful ideas back to the classroom.” This
discomfort with moving away from a formal training approach was shared by someone in
the Critical Thinkers PLC who wrote:
In the past I've always dreaded small group conversations and discussions in
trainings. I usually prefer to be taught in a lecture format and typically do not
find other activities to be very helpful. However, this group and format has been
awesome! My ah-ha moment is realizing that I can enjoy other activities and can
learn from other people’s conversations/thoughts as well.
Overall, the comments by the final evaluation indicated a lot of appreciation for
the interaction with peers and feeling supported and empowered by the experience. For
example, one person commented about the learning environment saying, “I enjoyed the
non-judgmental presentations & fostering of congeniality & cohesiveness of group. Trust
was facilitated.” Another person commented about changing their understanding of the
social interactions in their workplace, saying “I have learned how important collaborating
with and getting to know my team on a personal level to decrease preconceived notions
about someone.” Another teacher commented about a change in their professional
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identity, “I'm more successful than I think. I am, and I'm not alone. I also have good
ideas and suggestions for others.” Additionally, there were comments about changes in
practice with children, particularly among the Critical Thinkers PLC participants. For
example, when applying what was learned using a particular protocol process, someone
mentioned, “I need to have more conversational small groups so that less verbal or
quieter kids get a chance to have their ideas and thoughts heard.” Many teachers in this
group translated how the best practices for them as adults during group interaction also
work with children. One teacher commented, “My ‘aha’ moment was thinking about the
way we give feedback to students/children is also connected and relatable to
giving/receiving feedback with other adults.” Provided the next PLCs are offered at a
realistic time, almost all of the participants indicated interest to continue their
participation.
At the conclusion of PLCs, three different groups were interviewed together about
their PLC experience and the value of social connections in professional development
settings. Interestingly, the Family Child Care and Director groups communicated a sense
that this set of trainings was simply a continuation of the previous trainings offered to
them instead of a new opportunity. Anitra in the Family Child Care group explained how
they have been meeting off and on for about three years, “and we started out with…about
five of us and then we got to about 10, and then we kind of dwindled down. But we all
respect each other and if we need something, we can get it from each other.” The
directors shared that they would prefer the PLC to be an ongoing offering, “that it is a
regularly scheduled thing that we can put into our lives and it’s something that we can
count on.” Whereas, the teachers in the Challenging Behavior PLC believed the PLC
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experience to be a stand-alone training that needed to appropriately fit within the
schedule of their teaching year.
Across the groups there existed some agreement about the implementation
characteristics required for a good professional development experience. First, the small
group size facilitated connection and trust among the group. A teacher named Sandy in
the Challenging Behavior PLC mentioned how in larger groups she is hesitant to talk, but
that “the size [of this group] felt safe to me.” After the final Directors PLC, they
commented on the increased efficiency of learning together with a smaller group size of
eight people versus 18. Addie said, “This group size feels much better. I felt like we
accomplished and talked about much more than when we’re in a bigger—when there’s
two or three times more people.” It is possible that the ideal group size is somewhere
around eight people since the Family Child Care group, typically averaging four people
attending, all agreed they would like to see more people attending. With passion Anitra
stated, “I just wish that more people, I just wish that more providers, that somehow—we
have got to reach out to the lone providers, we have got to reach them.”
Possibly counterintuitive to the popular notion of the isolated family home care
provider, the people participating in the Family Child Care PLC communicated the
strongest sense of community including feeling socially supported in their work. The
group talked about the coaching, the practical resources around finances or learning
materials, and the social emotional support they have received through various
organizations, but particularly through the City ECE Council. This group also
appreciated the time dedicated to offering a Family Child Care PLC because as Claire
explained, “it helps providers come together and share ideas—ideas of how we can work
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together, and give our different resources and help each other.” The group reported a
sense of worry about the providers that are not as well supported and views it as part of
their work to connect others to the various supports now available. Lucia makes a point
of inviting others she meets at the local library. Antira had brought a new provider, Pam,
to the group that evening. Pam said it was important to her that someone she trusted
encouraged her to attend, saying:
When I found out about this group, I heard nothing but good things, that’s what
drew me in. How nice it is and how everybody helps each other, and you know
you’ll have someone to help you. And that sounded really nice.
The Family Child Care providers I spoke with, although clearly the individuals making
the effort to connect, felt they belonged to a community of other providers and early
childhood organizations genuinely interested in promoting their success.
Unfortunately, the comments from the directors regarding their sense of social
support were overall less positive. This particular group of directors felt both grateful for
the new resources available to support their program and upset by the new “hoops to
jump through” making doing a good job almost “unattainable.” In a unique, and often
lonely position, they described their role to “protect our teachers from all of this other
stuff so that they can just be with kids.” Simultaneously, they have mixed feelings about
how much they can trust those outside of their program for which they are accountable,
such as licensing representatives or funders. While a few commented that their recent
experiences with a licensing representative felt more supportive, others in the group
strongly disagreed, as Gail explained:
You want to follow the rules; you want to do the right thing. We would like it to
be viewed as on the same team. And we never know which person is going to
come in and if we are on the same team with them or not. And you’re in trouble
versus you’re on the same team.
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Rather than another hoop to jump through, the Directors voluntarily join the PLC
as somewhat of an antidote to the current circumstances of being an ECE director. The
group felt the PLC was most important to them because as Connie summarized, “at least I
know that I am not the only one and that it’s not just my school, but it is every school that
goes through these challenges.” The directors were also eager to share ways they could
see supporting each other more as they all navigate new and changing systems. For
example, one person suggested creating a pictorial directory with key information about
each other’s program so that they could reach out to other directors regarding specific
issues in between formal trainings or PLCs. In many ways, their PLC is a support group
for a group of people that are typically in a state of fight or flight in their work—fighting
the community to establish an educator status, fighting the institutions that determine the
quality of and therefore the resources provided to their program, and trying to protect
their staff to the best of their ability before more teachers take flight.
Finally, the teachers in the Challenging Behavior PLC when asked what social
supports were in place for them, one teacher Sage replied quickly with “not much, I can’t
think of anything.” Except for one person who works in a setting with clear supports to
engage in additional training, these teachers reported receiving limited support from their
programs to attend professional development such as the PLCs. The group was
genuinely grateful for the opportunity to connect with teachers from other programs
because of the ideas they were able to take back to their own programs, the feedback and
validation they received from peers, and walking away knowing that the behaviors they
see in their classroom are not isolated events—almost everyone experiences similar
challenges in their classroom. The group was surprised that this training was not the
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usual “lecture, like statistics and research, or you know without the practical application
unpacking it with others.” This experience helped them to feel less isolated and more
empowered to continue improving their practice as teachers. Although they did not
contact each other outside of the PLC experience, they could imagine reaching out to
each other if they were given an online platform to share ideas and easily communicate.
Most importantly, Sage describes the importance this kind of connection is for new
teachers, “…you know the older you get, the easier it is to get this kind of support. You
know, here I am, 30 years old, describing that I’m out here, without this class, nothing.”
A positive professional development experience is clearly more than just a way for these
teachers to increase their knowledge of best practices—the experience may have given
them the motivation to show up to teach at all.
The social context of three participants. At the time of this study, Gabby taught
in a one-room preschool program embedded inside the school district career education
center. The program existed to provide high school students exposure to a career in
teaching through classroom observations and weekly hands-on teaching experience.
Gabby described her role as a teacher “to inspire young learners, to facilitate the process
in which they can best learn, and to create a learning environment.” Gabby began
teaching in high school because “one of the first places that would hire you when you’ve
turned 16 was the day care’s, so I started…because I liked babysitting.” Gabby worked
in corporate childcare settings all the way through college, taking a “slow path during
school” because she was paying her tuition along the way. After getting a degree in early
childhood education and moving to her current position in the school district four years
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ago, she came to appreciate an early childhood professional as someone “interested in the
best practices for caring for as well as educating young children.”
Lucia was a Family Child Care provider on the far northeast side of the city. She
described her role as caring for children’s well-being from playing with them, to keeping
them well fed, to keeping them safe. As a professional, Lucia introduced herself to
parents as a childcare provider—“I am not a babysitter.” She took her professional
development seriously knowing that beyond her bachelor’s degree in elementary
education with an emphasis in English as a second language, she needed to pursue an
early childhood director’s level certificate to gain specific early childhood content to “be
a better provider.” Before opening her own child care program, Lucia taught as a centerbased teacher until she decided six years ago it would be beneficial for her own children
to begin a program in their family home. She appreciated the fact that the field is
becoming more recognized and “we’re putting more emphasis on the importance of
infants as well as preschool.”
Sonya believed an early educator has “one of the biggest jobs on the planet next
to parenting.” Sonya was the director of a pre-school, serving children starting at 15
months through age 5, started in 1956 by a community church as an outreach project to
support growing families in the area. Describing her role as “a collaborator with people
who believe in the possibilities of childhood,” Sonya deeply cared about making sure the
pre-school maintained their mission to serve the community. For many years Sonya was
a teaching director, but recently became a full-time director to lead the program through
their quality rating. Given her many years in the field and with her program, Sonya was
simultaneously excited by the recent innovations around early childhood education and
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deeply frustrated by the recent criteria-driven focus. She was particularly frustrated by
the rating process, which “often feels like an inaccurate picture of the quality of an early
childhood educational environment.” When it comes to participating in the larger context
of early childhood, Sonya felt “energetic, but reluctant in some ways.”
In order to gain a better understanding of the social context that supported Gabby,
Lucia, and Sony, they each created a representation of their professional network. As a
brief reminder of the method, they completed a developmental network map adapted
from the work on developmental networks for adults in their workplace by Higgins and
Kram (2001). The map was a visual representation of the type of social connections a
person has available (designated by shapes) and the quality of those connections
(designated by their distance from the person). After individuals created a list of their
professionally related social connections, types of connections were categorized by: (1)
Squares—people who help them get their job done, (2) Triangles—people who help them
advance their career, and (3) Circles—people who emotionally support them as
professionals. Then individuals were asked to evaluate the proximity of their connections
by identifying if they have a close, moderate, or distant relationship as determined by the
amount of perceived trust present in the relationship. Finally, individuals “mapped” their
network providing a useful tool to discuss their perceptions of their current social context.
The full developmental network map activity used is available in Appendix D.
When Gabby mapped her social network as a professional, she described 10
primary connections as shown in Figure 4. She had two associate teachers and a boss
that worked closely with her on a daily basis. Gabby valued her peer friend network
because several of her best friends were also teachers. She could contact these friends to
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“bounce ideas off of [them] or just vent frustrations.” She talked about the PLC
connection on her map as an asset because of the diversity it added to her network. “This
was new for me…having other people that I don’t really know and I’ve never really
worked with, but to see the same similarities, and the same situations happening…okay,
it’s not just me…you guys are feeling the same way.” Since Gabby had a strong friend
network and felt very close to the people she worked with, many of her connections were
categorized as circles since they provided her with personal support and encouragement.
The squares on her map, or the people that helped her get her job done, are limited
because she works in such a small program. The only person that she reported feeling
somewhat distant from is the principal of her school. She described here principal as
supportive, but “he’s kind of more focused on all of the things that go along with being a
high school principal.” The triangles on Gabby’s map were those that helped her develop
and advance as a professional. Namely, the coach she worked with as a result of being a
CPP provider and the facilitator of the PLC, Lily, who Gabby believed was “somebody
who kind of knew the ropes, somebody who you can trust to give you strong, good
advice.” Gabby knew social capital was important to her because she developed a
relationship with her current boss (the connection directly above her on the map) at a
previous job and would not currently be in such a good teaching position without having
made that connection years ago. Overall, Gabby feels supported in her current
environment and is grateful her connections have helped her flourish into a professional
that is excited about the possibilities of her job. Gabby was likely to continue to
participate in a PLC because having supportive relationships kept her motivated to
remain in the field.
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Figure 4. Preschool Teacher Gina’s Developmental Network Map
Lucia included 18 different social connections on her developmental network map
as a family home care provider, featured in Figure 5. Lucia has worked hard in the last
few years to make the connections and gain the social supports to be successful and knew
she could access a supportive network—“it’s there, I feel it.” Lucia felt like her map
would have shown fewer connections a couple of years ago, especially in positions to
help her advance her career or development; “I feel like it was not a very strong network
out there for us, for home providers, but now I feel like I can go to [the school district], I
can go to the [the early childhood council], I can go to [the PD Institute]…so there is
more of those connections.” Of course making those connections have come at a cost,
“…you know asking, getting more help…that’s also pulling me away from my own
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family, where it’s just that when we have trainings on Saturday’s and I’m missing soccer
practice or games.”
Interestingly, when asked to create solid lines between her and her connections to
people that were inside her program and dotted lines to connections outside of her
program, she interpreted those within her program to be anyone who worked directly
with her to influence the quality of her program. While Lucia is the sole employee of her
program, and humorously clarified for me while making her map, “I want to make sure
that you understand that I have more power than anybody else here, nobody is going to
influence [my program] more than me.” At the same time, she believed that many helped
her make her program better. Since she has recently added so many more connections
related to her program, Lucia’s first comment about her map was that she wants to add
more dotted lines. Lucia would like more “outside world communication” to learn and
relate more about what is going on in the world outside of her immediate experience as a
child care provider. Also Lucia wondered about the reciprocity of her connections. She
has served a lot of families over the past six years and has referred families to other
programs or asked for help from other organizations for her own program, but do others
refer to her or see her as a resource? In her words, “we’re getting the support when we
are asking, but how many in our community know that we exist? I am saying how many
organizations know that we exist? Like the [the large preschool I used to work for] is
down the road, do they know that I am here?” Lucia wondered how her map will change
over the coming years and hoped to broaden her perspective on the community through
her social interactions, but in the meantime she was proud of the network she has built for
herself and for the families she serves.
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Figure 5. Family Home Care Provider Lucia’s Developmental Network Map
As the long-time Director of a mid-sized community pre-school, Sonya sat
surprised at the 33 professional connections on her map (see Figure 6)—“I have more
people that I reach out to than I think. I do.” Generally, Sonya pointed out that she had a
lot of circles and triangles, but not as many squares. “I’m lucky enough to have been
connected with quite a few people that are very much supportive of the work that I’m
trying to get done.” From other directors that provide personal support and critical
feedback, “it’s a real give and take, reciprocal, we are helping each other do our jobs
better,” to people leading professional development programs offering expertise or
advice. And there is one major square that was most important to Sonya, the 14 staff
members that do the daily work of caring for children in the program. Some of her
connections have been stable over many years such as the business manager that she had
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worked with for many years and felt very close to personally and professionally.
Whereas other connections were simply important now because of the nature of the work
Sonya was engaged in completing. Having gone through a recent quality rating process,
Sonya was very persistent in making the connections that would make her program
successful:
So if hadn’t been for all of these people, could I have done the job? Probably.
Could I have done it as well? No. And would I have the knowledge that I have
now? No. So I am indebted to those people for their expertise, for their
information, for their friendship, and for the their support and I mean
psychological support as well as true teaching assistant support.
Sonya was acutely aware of how many dotted lines there were on her map. Possibly
unlike other corporate child care settings in which directors have organizational supports
and built in resources, as a community site director, Sonya was forced to reach outside of
her organization to find the resources and support needed. Sonya foresaw that some of
her current connections might disappear from her map in the next year to make room for
a few new connections. For instance, she recently formed a relationship with an early
childhood professional development consultant who might work with her program and
she wanted to think about more intentional ways to connect with parents in her
community. But overall, Sonya was operating at her full network capacity when she
explained, “…there is a piece of me that says, this is all I can handle in a way. I mean I
reach out to these people a lot, between doing my job and trying to get these people to
help me do my job better, that’s kind of all I can do.” Sonya highly valued her
professional network and knew she was better at what she did because of the people
engaged inside and outside of her program, her only worry was just how to keep up.
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Figure 6. Director Sonya’s Developmental Network Map
Cross-Case Analysis
When I began this study, there was a part of me still hesitant to state definitely
that social capital, in the form of positive and trusting relationships for those engaged in
the profession of early childhood, is important. I experienced a persistent internal
struggle around the term ‘social capital’ throughout my time in the field. In a field note
dated April 18th, I wrote “The more I lean into this topic, the more I find myself wanting
to back away from it.” In part, I was worried that I was spending a lot of time and effort
to state the obvious—people need social connection to be successful. After all, every
time I asked the question, “are social connections important for early childhood
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professionals?” the person on the other side of the table always answered some version
of, “yes, of course.” There was not a single time during my observations, conversations,
or analysis that I came across some piece of evidence that the components of social
capital were not incredibly important to the development of professionals working in
early childhood settings. Thus, establishing if social capital is important was never the
goal of the inquiry. Instead, my goal was to explain why social capital is important by
carefully examining the social aspects of a real life process of professional development
in today’s early childhood context. Ultimately, the case study completed provided less
obvious insights regarding an obvious ingredient for promoting the overall status of the
early childhood profession. At the beginning of this chapter, I introduced four theoretical
perspectives found to influence our understanding and application of social capital in
early childhood settings—developmental, asset-based, equity, and situating learning
socially. I will address each perspective again, but expand for the reader how each
perspective is validated by the results of this particular case study.
Validating the Developmental
Perspective
The developmental perspective came to life as I looked at the developmental
network map of a young teacher recently hooked to the possibilities of the field next to
the map of a mid-career professional serving families in her community in-between
balancing the demands of her own family next to a late-career professional directing a
community child care center among a dense web of social demands and resources. Each
individual was actively in a process of negotiating a different professional network based
on her stage of career development. The social benefit they were each seeking was very
different—thus the social relationships and the quality of those relationships were

127
different. Gabby was seeking to increase her capacity to promote the learning of
children, Lucia was seeking to become a valued member of her broader community
through her contributions as a child care provider, and Sonya sought to be an ambassador
out to her community on behalf of her staff, and the families they served, to gain access
to the information and resources they needed to continue their mission. Therefore social
capital functions at its best in a developmental sense when the social connections and the
nature of those connections are attuned to a person’s career stage and social benefits
needed at that particular stage.
This developmental concept is further validated by the comments made regarding
the importance of social connection for new teachers. Sage in the Challenging Behavior
PLC felt she had a limited social network to reach out to for support because she is at the
beginning of her teaching career and those types of connections take time to build.
Across my observations, the PLC approach seemed to be most appreciated by the
younger teachers possibly because they are in a critical stage of development in which
they were looking for a sense of belonging and social identity within an isolating
profession. They also typically had the most flexibility and capacity to dedicate the time
required to build relationships. The Family Child Care PLC participants all appreciated
the connections with other professionals, but connecting with each other would always
come as a secondary priority to caring for their own families or being members of their
home community. There is an inherent recognition by the PLC designers to
accommodate particular sub-sets of professionals based on scheduling or topic needs—
however, the goals advertised were standard across all of the groups. In reality, it appears
the Directors most valued efficiently exchanging information, the Family Child Care
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providers most valued the shared sense of community and empowering each other to
achieve their business or professional goals, and many of the teachers most valued the
continuity of the professional development experience promoting their sense of safety as
a learner and emerging professional.
Validating the Asset-Based
Perspective
Creating learning environments, from the design stage to the implementation
stage, that fosters trust and motivation for learning by recognizing the social assets that
all professionals currently hold individually and collectively could enable deeper learning
outcomes. This was evident from both the negative social experiences reported by
participants regarding the current context of early childhood in which professionals
develop and some of the observed benefits of the specific PLC experience featured in this
collective case.
Regarding the negative aspects, feelings of frustration were expressed across the
case based primarily from a sense of limited control over high-stakes outcomes.
Specifically regarding the organizations involved in the design, the PD Institute had no
authentic decision making power over the kind of professional development
programming the City Preschool Program would choose to fund. The City ECE Council
believed one of their core functions was to advocate to others who are in positions to
make the necessary changes, as Elise stated, “a big challenge is getting everyone,
directors, teachers, funders, and policymakers to think about the big picture and be
willing to invest in it…and it will take a while to happen.” The facilitators of the PLCs
had limited control over how the PLCs were advertised, how providers were incentivized
to attend, or how many sessions they were approved to run. In fact, due to confusion
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over the contract details, the facilitator for the Director PLC was unclear about if they
were funded to continue that PLC beyond June, which created confusion among
attendees about their commitment. Further, the chosen incentive of compensating
participants in the amount of $100 after attending four sessions meant some individuals
chose only four dates to put on their calendar believing that was the expectation, which
was frustrating to the facilitators who wanted to set an expectation of attending all six
sessions.
Finally, various aspects of being an early childhood professional were described
as frustrating by multiple people. The sense of panic about new regulations or an
upcoming rating was not just difficult because of the pressure to achieve or the amount of
work hours involved in addressing these issues, but because providers felt very little
control over the outcomes. Which kind of licensing representative will show up that day?
Will three staff members quit the week before their program rating? Will Charlie not get
any sleep at mom’s house the night before my CLASS observation? Negative social
dynamics perceived to exist in the field constrained all professionals in how they
approached or participated in the design, implementation, or experience of the PLCs.
Utilizing an asset-based approach would involve including and empowering early
childhood professionals to transparently negotiate and derive their own solutions to these
issues.
On the other hand, through this case study process I observed multiple reasons to
be optimistic about the PLCs as being one possible way to support professionals from an
asset-based approach given some of the currently difficult issues in the early childhood
field. At the design level, one of the shared goals of the PLC was indeed to help teachers
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and administrators “take charge of your own learning and professionalism” which
communicated a desire to move toward this perspective. It was powerful to watch a
group of teachers realize that they were not there to listen to an expert, but instead to each
other; and then further to realize that they actually had a lot of good ideas to offer each
other and the field. In one of the Challenging Behavior PLCs, they were reviewing a
brief article together about a recent policy issue in the state to propose legislation to
address the growing and inequitable suspension and expulsion rates of preschoolers in
public settings. By the end of their discussion, it struck a mid-career teacher that she
should inform policymakers about this issue because she lives it everyday. Participants
in the directors group seemed eager to move the field forward recognizing that despite all
of their frustrations, the field “feels a bit more grown up than it had in the past” and that
they need to remain patient and helpful during the process. And all of the groups had
great ideas about helping each other be more equipped to implement the changes—
directories, more virtual options to connect, or taking on the recruitment of other
providers to join a PLC because they can speak as a trusted peer. There was definite
recognition of the value those designing professional development programs have for
teachers and directors and the incredible lift they are currently being asked to make on
behalf of a generally undervalued profession. Those funding and designing the PLCs did
ask for input on the topic and time of the week. And observations found participants
eager to give even more ideas regarding how to successfully design and implement
strategies to support their own professionalization as learners and for the field at large.
Both the undesirable aspects of the context and the encouraging observations
regarding the possibilities of the PLC approach opened a new possible role for those
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engaged in the design and delivery of professional development; as developers of
connected learners rather than the sole providers of the learning. As Trish from the
Institute related her desire to see a project in which the goal was to build the capacity of
programs to implement their own PLCs, she was really recognizing the fact that they are
providing a service that ultimately all programs are capable of doing on their own. The
challenges around time, travel, and costs associated with participating while never
solvable, would have a more limited impact if the conversation shifted from trying to get
all the learners to come to the professional development to how can professional
development be embedded into already existing local program structures. For example
one teacher in the Challenging Behavior group commented she planned to begin utilizing
the protocols in her team meetings, and the teacher Gabby said some of the best ideas for
her classroom come from reading Facebook posts from her teacher friends. These
professionals are already utilizing other opportunities in their daily lives to gain the
information, resources, and connection they need to be successful. Thus, an asset-based
perspective would imply less thinking about what the organizations serving early
childhood professionals can offer and more about providing enhancements of the learning
a professional is already doing. Moreover, from the perspective of social capital, shifting
to an asset-based approach would facilitate trust through a reciprocal and mutually
beneficial relationship between providers and the organizations engaged in the overall
development of the system. An asset-based approach to professional development would
allow a broader perspective of not just what a provider gains by participating in the
professional development system, but what social resources an early childhood
professional could contribute to the process of their development as well.
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Validating the Equity Perspective
As I inquired how child care professionals access professional development
resources, Carrie at the City Preschool Program was the first to bring up the differences
in the field between a large non-profit center equipped with additional staff, time, and
capacity to access resources versus a small private child care operation barely keeping
their doors open each month let alone build relationships with external organizations to
access more resources. Noel at the City ECE Council expanded on this idea further: “So
I definitely see…what you would consider a disappearing middle-class so to speak of
child care providers. There is more of this chasm between the two groups.” This
disparity among programs is driven by a few factors. First, the resources available to
centers are for short-term goals, such as money to buy new learning materials or a limited
number of coaching hours to address some basic hygiene routines in the classroom;
however, there is rarely support for longer-term operational needs such the development
and retention of staff. As Kayla added, not having access to resources to address longterm goals means programs remain stuck in a reactionary mode: “It’s really hard to think
long term about professional development for your staff, for sustaining change…when
everything is so immediate—about making payroll.” Secondly, if you already have
resources it is easier to get more resources as Noel explained:
You’ve got the people who are already well resourced sitting at the tables making
the decisions and recommendations about more resources…so how does that
address the equity issue because you have already got programs who are not able
to be a part of these discussions whether it be for schedule, staffing, [or]
language?
There was a sense that a large portion of the population engaged in caring and educating
young children is not benefiting from the recent influx of resources into the early
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childhood system because both the structures (time of day for meetings) and social
environment (language) may not be appropriate for all providers. The staff at the Council
seemed genuinely worried about “the cycle of poverty, but...in child care programs.” As
other well-resourced programs are gaining status and recognition, the less resourced
programs are falling further behind. The PD Institute staff are aware of the issue as they
visit many programs in the community needing support, but see low enrollment numbers
for their PLCs. There are over 250 City Preschool Program providers across the city, and
on average, 33 professionals attended a PLC—one wonders if this is the most equitable
approach for the diverse population they are attempting to reach.
Quality relationships, and the social benefits from those relationships, are built
upon trust. For those attending the PLCs, I observed a fairly high degree of trust between
PLC participants and facilitators and both the Family Child Care and Directors groups
shared a positive sense of generalized trust in CPP and the Council. Although the
competitive environment of early childhood might diminish trust in the PLCs (for
example, programs maybe be competing for enrollment if they are physically located
near each other), that did not seem to be an issue for participants. In the case of the
Directors PLC, like a tribe with a common enemy, they bonded over low degrees of trust
in the institutions licensing or rating them since they often phrased their comments with
each other as “Don’t they know that we….” Consequently, as we look at the issue across
the case, trust did not seem to be an issue for those attending the PLCs. But, how might
issues of trust be impacting the many providers choosing not to attend a PLC? When
asked why more people do not attend the Family Child Care PLC, Anitra quickly
responded with “because they are afraid of change, people are afraid of change. And it’s
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going to take somebody—like I talked with Pam, and I invited Pam to come…there’s
something about being a home provider and you are just out there by yourself.” Anitra’s
solution to a provider’s fear about attending the PLC was to have someone they trust
invite them.
Of course all of these issues of equity within the field are compounded when
considering the other possible socio-cultural factors involved. All of the teachers and
administrators in this case were women. In fact, the only man involved in this case was
an employee of the funding organization. Across the board, people expressed a strong
belief that what they do is both care for and educate young children. Interestingly, Lucia
felt the least amount of trust with her connection at the State Department of Education
because traditionally the State Department of Human Services was the only government
agency to oversee Family Home Care providers. Only recently has it been acknowledged
at the state level that family childcare homes involved an education component. Very
few women of color were observed to be working as Directors or teachers in center-based
programs. At least in this case, there were proportionately many more women of color
working as Family Home Care providers. Finally, in order to participate in almost any
professional development opportunity offered through CPP, a person must have access to
transportation, mastery of the English language, and childcare arrangements of their own.
Those designing the professional development are aware of all of these
challenges, and are engaged in conversations about how to systemically address issues of
compensation or racial bias. This case also brings to light a nuanced approach to these
issues by demonstrating the possible ways in which aspects of social capital, such as

135
generalized notions of trust or how people access the social environments in which
resources are negotiated, are involved in either promoting or resolving issues of equity.
Validating the Situated Social
Learning Perspective
The final perspective is where all of the previous perspectives and evidence come
together to clarify the process of applying the components of social capital to the context
of an early childhood professional development setting. While the term “social capital”
is a term describing a set of socially related constructs, “situating social learning” is an
action describing how these social constructs are fostered and experienced in context. All
development is negotiated to some extent socially as demonstrated by the social networks
professionals create at different stages in their career. People are naturally equipped to
drive their own learning when embedded in supportive social environments as evidenced
by the Challenging Behavior PLC participants moving from skeptics to advocates for the
Critical Friends Group protocols. At the roots of equitable access to resources, are small
yet substantial social behaviors either promoting or diminishing trust and future
reciprocity. As observed, these social processes largely exist in a blind spot for the early
childhood field. Kayla from the City ECE Council commented at the end of our
interview:
…when I was thinking about PLCs, I was thinking about professional
development, or building knowledge, skills, capacity in the field, but thinking
about social capital, I know there is a social component to the PLCs, but I wasn’t
thinking about it as being the forefront of what they are or could be.
This statement is surprising given the three ways the Council describes the PLCs are all
socially driven ideas: build relationships over time, exchange ideas with others, and
initiate issues to learn about with others. When reviewing the reported outcomes from
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the experience, many participants said things like “feeling like I’m not the only one” or
“hearing about what other people are doing.” In addition, there were comments about the
influence the experience had on teaching practices and information participants gained
relevant to their own settings.
The results of this case study do not highlight the importance of social capital
over human capital; it highlights the difference between what people learn and how
people learn. What motivates people to attend a PLC or facilitates an “ah-ha” moment of
learning are social processes, what they walk away with is a new piece of knowledge or a
skill to practice. As an analogy, results from a recent study (Maimaran & Fishbach,
2014) suggest if you want your young child to eat their vegetables emphasize the
tastiness of the food rather than the nutritional benefits. Possibly because the taste of
food is the most noticeable part of the experience of eating, the more abstract effects of
the food on the body are less influential arguments to eat carrots over candy. Similarly, if
we want early childhood professionals to improve their practice (eat their vegetables), we
should emphasize the social benefits (the tastiness) rather than the knowledge or skills
gained as a result (the nutritional benefits).
Additionally, the case study illustrates an overemphasis on the abstract structures
built to achieve system-wide results rather than the immediate social experiences
embedded within those structures. Regarding the former, there was not a single
conversation or observation during this case in which the systems intended to raise the
quality and practices of early care and education were not referenced to some extent.
Quality ratings, professional development information tracking system, early childhood
professional credentials, funding mechanisms tied to required CLASS observations, or
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child care licensing rules and regulations—all of these systems are extremely prominent
in the lives of early childhood professionals. Many of the artifacts collected in the field
either reference or support the implementation of these systems—professional
development certificates for 2.5 hours of training were given to participants at the
conclusion of each session required by the PDIS system, a large handout to directors with
clarifying information on the licensing rules and regulations, or CPPs Request for
Proposal including a two page outline of how their program quality framework aligned
with the state’s program quality framework. However, the only artifact collected that
explicitly supported or tracked social resources during the implementation of the PLCs
was an emailed participant roster to the Family Child Care PLC. Despite goals
emphasizing the learning through a social environment, there were no specific tools or
resources in place to evaluate or promote the social activity.
Thus, there might be opportunities to begin emphasizing the tasty parts of being
an early childhood professional rather than just the nutritional benefits. All of the
accountability and improvement systems might be easier to swallow if early childhood
professionals were provided with more explicit messages about the tasty parts of being an
early childhood professional. For example giving individuals, such as the young teacher
Sage, opportunities to promote her sense of professional identity; demonstrating to
Family Home Care providers like Lucia how they are a valued member of the larger
social network map of the field; or helping directors like Sonya deepen her connections
with families because ultimately that is what she finds most valuable about the work.
More broadly, encouraging both social and human capital gains would require explicitly
dedicating time and money to creating resources that facilitate information exchange

138
outside of the PLCs, building mechanisms for recognizing individuals for time spent
mentoring peers, or evaluating how effective the PLCs are in stimulating the social
activity of learners as professionals. These strategies would situate the social aspects of
the learning and development process for early childhood professionals by underscoring
the human experiences involved in the production of both social and human capital.
Chapter Summary
Through the data and field experiences I gathered during the implementation of
four different PLC groups, I have provided a thick description and comprehensive
analysis of how early childhood professionals experience the components of social
capital. I have explored three within-cases answering how the program design supported
social interaction in a professional development setting, how the implementation of the
PLCs fostered social learning experiences, and how teachers and directors ultimately
experienced the components of social capital as a developing early childhood
professional. I have proposed four theoretical perspectives that emerged as important
angles from which to see how the components of social capital currently do and
potentially could operate in early childhood settings. Through a cross-case analysis of
the data, I substantiate the reasons for attending to the developmental, asset-based, equity,
and situated social learning perspectives.
I left the reader with several important propositions that surfaced as primary
lessons from this case. First, social capital weaves through a variety of important
constructs making visible unique aspects and considerations relevant to professional
development settings for adult learners. Secondly, those developing professionals in
early care and education currently emphasize what people need to learn versus how
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people need to learn it. Situating social learning is about transparently operationalizing
the components of social capital in ways that support the development of professionals in
a field fraught with challenges and possibilities. Given what was discovered about social
capital operating in a unique case of professional learning communities for early
childhood professionals, the next and final chapter will provide a discussion
complementing the findings presented here with new insights from the literature and a
discussion of the implications and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
In a recent publication written for early childhood educators regarding how to
become effective change makers given the undeniable reality of a changing profession,
the authors state “The truth is, among us, there is an ‘inescapable network of mutuality.’
In order to Advance, we must recognize our shared identity: we are all early educators
[emphasis in the original]” (Washington, Gadson, & Amel, 2015, p. 57).
Undoubtedly, achieving this somewhat simple notion of a shared professional
identity has become layered with complexities as illustrated in the current case study
presented. On a micro-level, developing a sense of trust with others across our
immediate settings of practice is laden with design issues, implementation choices, and
unique perspectives of the different groups of professionals involved. On a macro-level,
promoting a common narrative of what it means to be an early childhood professional is
enacted through diverse webs of social networks embedded with mechanisms for
receiving and distributing resources all glued together by a sense of generalized trust in
the professional systems and structures intended to improve the quality of practices and
care provided to young children. To a degree, it is most likely correct that raising the
status of the early childhood profession will require generating a shared professional
identity. However, it is also likely that creating a coherent community of practice will
require more understanding of the social perspectives related to the ways in which early
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childhood professionals learn and develop individually and collectively. The current case
study focused on the process of designing and delivering professional learning
communities across a networked system of early childhood educators, which may provide
an augmented view of relevant social dimensions in need of further discussion and
investigation among early childhood professionals and the research community.
Summary of Study and Findings
I began this study by suggesting an important problem—increased recognition of
the societal gains that the Early Care and Education (ECE) industry has to offer is
somewhat at odds with the current realities of a disjointed system mired with widely
inconsistent care and education practices. In response to this problem, large amounts of
resources are being provided to early childhood communities across the country to build
workforce development and program quality improvement systems. The current case
confirmed the large presence of these systems being implemented on a broad scale to
address the current issues of practice across early care and education programs. From the
providers to the professional development designers, there was both a sense of urgency to
adhere to these new systems and acknowledgements of the challenges involved in making
the necessary changes to be successful. Across the case, people shared how it is an
exciting time to be in the profession and simultaneously a demanding and overwhelming
task. In addition, there was a strong narrative of common purpose to provide the best
possible care and education experiences for young children. While at the same time,
similarly strong questions hung in the air about whether the current approach of systemwide quality improvement incentives will ultimately lead early childhood professionals
closer to this goal or farther away. For instance, directors such as Sonya expressed a
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frustration that the focus on hygiene routines in the classroom like hand washing
sometimes detracts from rather than promotes positive child-teacher interactions. Of
course, the tides of change for the early childhood field have only just begun and it will
require more time and effort from all early childhood professionals involved to make the
needed adjustments to push the sails of the profession forward.
As many in the field pushed farther into the implementation of new systems, as a
researcher I felt compelled to pull back to incorporate other perspectives and theories of
social change. Negotiating systemic changes are collective rather than individual
activities, thus it is necessary to apply perspectives of learning and social interactions that
consider how information and resources are transferred between people, not just
discretely gained by individuals. To substantiate this position, the theory of situated
cognition (Greeno & Middle School Mathematics through Applications Project, 1998)
was applied broadly while the theory of Social Capital (Rostila, 2011) served as a focal
point of inquiry. As a reminder to the reader, social capital was defined as:
…the social resources that evolve in accessible social networks or social
structures characterized by mutual trust. These social resources, in turn, facilitate
access to various instrumental and expressive returns, which might benefit both
the individual and the collective [emphasis in original]. (Rostila, 2011, p. 321)
The various components of social capital, specifically social networks, trust,
social resources and returns, became the theoretical backdrop for a qualitative case study
of a professional development program offered to child care programs in an urban city
receiving public funds from a sales tax initiative designed to increase access to pre-school
programs for families. Using a multiple within-case design, I followed three different
aspects of the collective case: (1) through interview and archival data regarding the intent
and structure of the professional development design, (2) approximately five months of
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in-field observations of implementation of four different professional learning
communities (PLCs), and (3) individual and group interviews of teachers and
administrators participating in the PLCs.
As it turned out, the comprehensive study of an early childhood professional
development context did lend itself to corroborating the general definition of social
capital. Although operationalized uniquely across each professional learning community,
participants experienced a variety of instrumental and expressive returns, and individuals
involved throughout the case study validated the importance of having “accessible social
networks characterized by mutual trust.” Namely, PLC participants reported both
instrumental returns of gaining new resources to share with colleagues in their program
and expressive returns such as feelings of support and validation knowing they were not
alone in the challenges they have recently experienced. Every person interviewed
provided reasons why their own social network could be important or has been important
to them as a professional. From Gabby the teacher recognizing that she would not have
her current job were it not for the relationship she had built with her current boss, to PLC
participants talking about how much of a difference trusting peer relationships make to
motivate young professionals to stay in the classroom—positive social connections were
perceived as important across the case.
The significant findings regarding social capital in the context of early childhood
professional development settings emerged through rigorous research methods of detailed
and reflexive field notes, complete within-case narratives, and comparative analysis
methods across cases. During the course of this inquiry process, my understanding of
social capital evolved from a general concept to apply broadly to the process of
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professional development to a potential instrument to enhance current practices around
four important perspectives pertinent to the changing early childhood field.
As described in the findings, the first perspective to emerge from the case was
how teachers and administrators invested their time in different social connections based
on their current developmental stage, thus implying different motivations and perceived
value of social connection activities as professionals. When the findings were analyzed
through a developmental lens, it was found that a young teacher and a veteran director
have a much different social landscape, which has implications for how those designing
and implementing PLCs should differentiate social goals across different target groups of
providers.
The second perspective acknowledged the innate capacity for learning through
social interactions among early childhood professionals reinforcing an asset-based
approach to professional development. Out of the case findings emerged a sense of
readiness to shift from solely providing professional development for professionals to
partnering with professionals. From the design to the PLC participant within-case
perspectives, the PLCs represented an opportunity for professionals in partnership with
the PD Institute and City Preschool Program to build stronger communities of
practitioners, promote trust within neighborhoods or providers or across program types,
and contribute to (rather than react to) the new systems driving quality improvement of
programs.
The third perspective to emerge out of the collective case findings was about
moving toward equity within the field to ensure all early childhood professionals are
included and valued in the growing community of practice. This perspective emerged as
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a call to action for all professionals to increase dialogue around issues of interpersonal
and institutional trust and the possible uneven distribution of resources occurring as a
result of the current social systems in place to engage providers. Those interviewed in
this case speculated that issues of equity may be contributing to the widening program
quality gaps among child care settings, but more importantly to this current case, possible
instances of social isolation as a result of language, time, or other resource barriers.
Finally, the fourth perspective subsumed the previous three perspectives by
arguing the importance of situating social experiences as necessary inputs to change
rather than accidental outputs of change. Complementing current professional
development practices of increasing individual skill development and knowledge with
dynamic and responsive opportunities for social interaction and connection was found to
purposely focus professional development activities on how people learn in addition to
what they need to learn. As more thoroughly presented in the previous chapter, the
significant findings of the four perspectives to emerge as a result of the case study were
validated through rich descriptions of data collected across the within-cases of design,
implementation, and experience. Ultimately, the relevance of the components of social
capital for early childhood professional development contexts was interpreted as
currently invisible mechanisms influencing the desired outcomes of learning (e.g., access
to peer feedback can promote changes in practice) rather than visible tools to promote
effective processes of ongoing adult learning (e.g., changes in access to trusting peer
relationships can promote deeper engagement in learning of professional practice).
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Limitations
As the above findings are further interpreted in the following section, I would like
to first include a few noteworthy comments regarding my own stance as the researcher
upon completing the current case study and remind the reader regarding some specific
limitations of the overall research design. To begin, in seeking to remain aware of my
own biases and beliefs as an early childhood professional pursuing a doctoral degree in
educational psychology, I found myself more deeply attuned to the developmental and
motivational aspects around adult learning involved in the case. In addition, as stated
previously, I was enacting my inquiry through an explicit belief that individuals construct
their own meanings as a result of unique interactions with their environment. A
constructivist understanding of the process of knowledge generation meant I was much
more interested in documenting and interpreting the perceptions of reality by those
involved in the case rather than seeking to uncover “the truth” of the case. At the same
time, I believe individual perceptions have real implications for how power as a result of
financial or positional means is allocated across social systems. As a result, critically
revealing perceptions through the inquiry process has the potential to change, illuminate,
continue, or embolden current inequities of power. It is my intention that the reporting of
this research serves to illuminate such dynamics and to encourage consideration of the
critical aspects regarding the professionalizing activities currently being implemented.
Of course none of what is presented here is the entire or complete picture of the issues at
hand. The context and experience of the reader in combination with the implications and
recommendations presented, sometimes referred to reader generalizability (Merriam,
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1998), together produce the potential for productive next steps in the collective activity of
building a more socially connected ECE field.
Furthermore, the qualitative case study research design process afforded the
application of multiple practices to increase the trustworthiness of the findings. I was in
the field for a prolonged amount of time, collecting multiple forms of data, utilizing peer
debriefing and member checking strategies, and comprehensively documenting
observations and activities in addition to my reactions as a researcher to those
observations and events. Of course, as with all social science research, the implications
derived from the analysis of findings are ultimately the result of “the art of interpretation”
in which I made sense of what was learned as a result of collecting a “mountain of
impressions, documents, and field notes” (Denzin, 1998, p. 313). My interpretations
weave together the impressions of individuals involved at a specific moment in time and
place bounded by their interactions with professionals learning communities within the
context of early care and education. The overall convenient sample included interview
data from 34 people, including one male and five women of color. To more fully
understand the social experiences of PLC participants as professionals, I purposefully
sampled individuals to interview based upon their demonstrated desire to socially connect
as learners. In the end, this case study captured the experiences of those already invested
to some degree in the social development of early childhood professionals who are
voluntarily choosing to attend a social learning experience. Thus, the interpretations
presented are based on the inherently limited perspectives of particular people in a
particular place and time told through the lens of a learning science researcher. Yet, as
the narrative research scholar Arthur Frank stated, “interpretations are valid when they
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are responsible…when it opens, not closes; when it creates to more stories, anticipates
effects, and asks why some stories affect judgments rather than others” (Frank, 2010, pp.
110-111). Thus, the implications of the current study and recommendations for future
research offered next are based upon a limited set of interpretations, but with the intent to
enhance dialogue among researchers and practitioners to encourage a more sophisticated
understanding of and importance for sharing of other similar stories from different people
and places.
Implications
As originally suggested by such theorists as Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979), all
social activity and development is nested within broader contexts and cultural schemes.
Thus, the implications below are presented acknowledging the overlap and connections
occurring across each perspective, all influenced by broader societal issues. At the same
time, isolating particular levels of activity and analysis allows for more concrete
applications and suggestions for future research. Thus the following section will provide
some interpretations regarding the implications of this case study for those engaged in
designing professional learning communities, those delivering professional learning
communities, and those more generally concerned about the state of professional
development for early childhood.
The designers. Andy Hargreaves and Michael Fullan (2012) present a helpful
synthesis and model for situating social learning perspectives into approaches for
professional development in the context of the kindergarten through the 12th grade
education system. The model arose as a highly relevant framework to apply to the
current study findings. The authors suggest a holistic view of teachers by introducing a
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formula for professional capital involving three different forms of capital, similar to how
I have presented it here. The first is human capital defined as the knowledge and skills of
a teacher and the second is social capital, which they define as “how the quantity and
quality of interactions and social relationships among people affects their access to
interactions and information” (p. 90). Yet, Hargreaves and Fullan introduce a third
important form of capital, called decisional capital, where “the essence of
professionalism is the ability to make discretionary judgments…professionals acquire
and accumulate [decisional capital] through structured and unstructured experience,
practice, and reflection” (p. 93). This third component of their model is interesting given
the developmental nature of social networks found within the current case. For example,
length of time in the field seemed to positively correlate with more complex responses
about the early childhood context, professional roles, or amount of connections within
that context providing evidence that professional judgment was related to experience over
just their social environment.
Additionally, grounded in an asset-based view of teachers, Hargreaves and Fullan,
generated the professional capital model as a result of years of educational research and
consulting, in which they observed:
Teams and cross-school clusters can also be hijacked to force through top-down
agendas. They can become oppressive and contrived. This book is about how to
create collective professional responsibility without the effort degenerating into
either pervasive groupthink or contrived collegiality. (2012, p. xv)
Identifying strategies to promote authentic collective professional capital by avoiding
superficial attempts of connection may also be a good warning for those engaged in
designing professional learning communities for early educators. Ultimately the
professional learning communities could be mechanisms for practitioners to move issues
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up instead of state-level authorities to move their issues down. In regard to the current
case, both Elise at the City ECE Council and John at the City Preschool Program
mentioned they wished to meet people where they were and help them get to where they
wanted to go. The current case study findings would suggest a need to meet different
people by establishing a variety of goals to fit the various reasons groups of professionals
are seeking peer learning environments. For example, goals for some groups may need
more emphasis on shared knowledge and skill building around a particular area of
practice, while goals for other groups may need to emphasize the opportunity to socially
connect with diverse group of teachers to increase the collective belonging of individuals
to a field of practice. Thus, the current strategies of identifying issues of practice people
feel under-skilled to handle or polling participants about the time during the week to meet
could be enhanced. Namely, program designers could authentically assess where groups
of professionals are in regard to all forms of professional capital to facilitate more
learner-centered goals and perceived value for participating in a particular PLC group.
Furthermore, those designing professional supports should evaluate their
decision-making practices around format and marketing strategies to identify
opportunities for diverse teacher and administrator communities to assess and contribute
to the design process. How to engage diverse populations is a growing strength of the
early childhood field; as evidenced by the rich family engagement conversations
occurring over the last three decades in which strategies shifted from those designed to
provide for families in need to those designed to enable and empower families to drive
the services provided (Dunst, Trivette, & Deal, 1988). Noel at the Council was aware of

151
a similarly needed shift in professional development design work when she reflected
upon something her colleague Elise shared:
…she said we’ve been doing so many things to impact the supply of professional
development in [our city], but we haven’t been doing enough to impact the
demand of professional development…it is a little bit of a paradigm shift that we
need to take with professional development.
This case brought up reasons to more deeply investigate underlying factors
influencing the demand (or lack thereof) of professional learning communities. For
example, how might the fact that the target population for the PLCs are women influence
particular components of the design? There is evidence that women hold more negative
associations with notions of networking, trust each other less in risky environments, and
prefer engaging in one-on-one mentoring opportunities when compared to men
(Bevelander & Page, 2011; Cullen-Lester, Woehler, & Willburn, 2016). Relatedly, what
are the opportunities for many to expand engagement with professionals since we know
that approximately 40% of the early educators are from historical minority groups, but
are disproportionately concentrated in lower-status and lower-paying jobs, with limited
access to professional development opportunities? (Whitebook et al., 2016) Examining
the design from these perspectives of equity might increase the demand for professional
development through altering institutional scripts (Ishimaru, 2014) to better communicate
with the targeted populations or discover ways to limit the opportunity costs for
individuals wanting to participate (Leeves, 2014). As Rob Townsend powerfully noted,
learners bring “…multi-cultural, multi-familial, a collection of experiences, beliefs,
interactions, communities, workplaces, partners, children and adult personal journeys. It
is the multiplicity that challenges adult education and training systems in the twenty-first
century” (2006, p. 163).
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While the results from this particular case study do not provide answers to the
above questions, the findings do substantiate a rationale for pursuing collective
conversations about design approaches that would align better with equity and situated
learning-based perspectives. The length of planning and recruitment time to engage
participants in the process, the language used in flyers, the methods of enrollment in the
groups, and the locations set for the PLC gathering are all opportunities to differentiate
the PLCs from a training approach. Most participants still referred to the PLCs as
“trainings,” which may in part be due to the fact that they were held at the training center
and are offered through the same online enrollment platform as other trainings. To align
the broader goals of this unique form of comprehensive professional development and
broad engagement from all sectors of the early childhood profession, designers should
consider alternate formats of marketing and locations. For example, would someone be
more likely to attend if the first meeting was at a local café? Or what if the Family Home
Care provider group could have a rolling enrollment process where core members were
empowered to drive new membership? Overall, the design of the PLCs might better
stimulate the comprehensive notion of professional capital for early childhood
professionals if embedded with more mechanisms for individualizing goals, language,
and locations of PLCs to encourage diverse groups of childhood professionals to be fully
engaged in the process of their own development.
The implementers.
The broader purpose, the goal, of adult education is to help adults realize their
potential for becoming more liberated, socially responsible, and autonomous
learners…Adult educators actively strive to extend and equalize the opportunities
for them to do so. It is important to differentiate this goal of adult education from
its objective—to help adult learners assess and achieve what it is they want to
learn. (Mezirow, 2000, p. 30)
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For those tasked with facilitating professional learning communities for early childhood
professionals, appreciating the difference between the broader purpose of the professional
development strategy and the specific learning objectives of the participants is a
fundamental aspect of the job. As truly more of an art than a science, the PLC facilitators
all had to make choices about how much to incorporate the objectives of individual
learners while also recognizing the importance of implementing particular PLC strategies
to promote the broader purpose. While Darcy utilized self-assessment tools to promote
the exchange of ideas among participants around specific areas of the quality rating
process, Trish interspersed formal presentations responding to requests for information
from directors in between group conversations and networking. Given the finding
regarding the somewhat murky goals established during the design the PLCs, each
facilitator created her own interpretations of the broader purpose based upon the
population of teachers or administrators involved and the learning objectives expressed
by the group. But overall, the facilitators expressed a desire to remove themselves from a
trainer stance to a facilitator stance to encourage the knowledge exchange and generation
of the group itself.
More broadly in education, there exists a general notion that in today’s complex
globalized and technological world, it is important that educational pursuits teach learners
how to consume and generate knowledge (Merriam et al., 2014). In some Asian school
communities, professional learning communities are viewed as methods to engage
teachers “as partners rather than pawns in [the] reform process and are encouraged to
work collaboratively” to generate solutions through dialogue (Harris, Jones, Sharma, &
Kannan, 2013, p. 219). Similarly, given the context of systemic-change in early
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childhood, the PLC facilitators have an opportunity to increase the competence and
confidence of teachers and administrators to be active contributors, instead of passive
recipients, of the change process. I was struck when Trish said to me after facilitating the
Directors PLC, “I’ve got to figure out a way for the voices of these directors to be heard.”
In some ways, implementing a process of social learning that empowers the participants
to recognize their own capacity paired with mechanisms to promote a networked director
community would move closer to achieving Trish’s goal. Still, how might facilitators
foster participant competence as knowledge generators and promote stronger networks as
evidenced by this case?
First, the Critical Friends Group (CFG) protocols utilized were generally helpful
tools to ensure all participants were stretched to productively contribute to the learning of
the group. Although it should be noted that the protocols themselves are only one
possible tool to facilitate social connection and peer learning and implementers might
want to first examine other tools or options. With that said, the protocols allowed for
individuals to learn important communication skills, which may have been of particular
importance to younger teachers who need social strategies to build their social capital and
understand the micro-politics of their context (Tang, Cheng, & Wong, 2016).
Specifically in this case, PLC participants generally reported that learning the difference
between probing and clarifying questions or how to give effective feedback would help
them to be more successful in their communications with colleagues. Of course adapting
the protocols to fit the particular participant group seemed to also be a fruitful strategy to
make the process more authentic and less formal. PLC facilitators seemed to be more
successful when they were able to integrate broader goals and specific learning objectives
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of the group through a protocol process by ensuring appropriate content was
complemented by the use of a protocol. This was the case when a participating teacher
suggested the topic of self-care and the PLC facilitator Rachel adapted the wagon-wheel
protocol to fit the topic and dynamics of her group while also maintaining the purpose of
the social activity to collectively generate ideas among all participants.
Alternatively, as witnessed on several occasions in the Directors PLC and the
Family Home Provider PLC, the protocols lost connection power if they seemed
contrived or non-applicable to their context. For example, the Family Home Providers
had a somewhat shallow conversation about feedback using the feedback nightmares
protocol, but had a rich conversation about providing feedback to parents in a casual
conversation about their parent handbooks. This finding is somewhat not surprising
given the fact that Critical Friends Groups are theoretically rooted in notions of
facilitating learning organizations to improve student achievement in K-12 education
organizations (Curlette & Granville, 2014). Thus, some nuances of focus or process may
be less applicable to professionals working outside of a traditional classroom
environment.
Furthermore, CFG protocols should allow participants an opportunity to reflect on
the external pressures and context while also pushing individuals to reflect upon their
own practice. Carrie from the City Preschool Program felt the PLC approach would be
most beneficial for participants if it supported individuals sharing their opinions with the
group while also receiving constructive criticisms regarding those opinions from the
group to promote positive changes in practice. As a teacher, Gabby felt the benefit of
joining a PLC would be to share her current stories of practice while also gathering new
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ideas and being challenged to try different strategies. Thus, the PLC facilitator must
frame the collaborative activities as both a process to support and to challenge the
practices of others. After all, “protocols are powerful tools, but are dependent upon how
the group defines its engagement with each other and the purpose of their collaborative
work” (Kuh, 2016, p. 307). Overall, PLC facilitators using this approach for early
educators, especially for those that do not work in traditional organizational
environments, will likely need to adapt and explicitly re-define the goals and applicability
of the tool for the participating group of early childhood professionals.
In addition to utilizing collaborative tools such as CFG protocols, facilitators
should strive to understand the social support mechanisms participants already have in
place upon entering the group, which help to motivate them as learners. Recognizing the
social funds of knowledge learners possess is exemplified by the well-documented notion
that “effective teaching and learning really are informed, dialectic, and dynamic
processes in which roles are fluid and even reversible—where, frequently, teachers
become students and students become teachers [emphasis in original]” (Gay, 2010, p.
186).
From informal connections with educator friends on Facebook to formal
connections with colleagues or mentors, professionals across the case reported social
resources available outside of formal professional development environments. Helping
individuals recognize the social connections that support their teaching practice already
and inviting them to share relevant resources as a result of these connections with the
group would make their social assets more visible to themselves and others. For instance,
having a well-connected director like Sonya share how she intentionally builds
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relationships with those outside of her program might help new directors in the group to
intentionally build their own social network. Furthermore, in a context full of external
pressure and feelings of limited control over high-stakes outcomes, as was witnessed in
the current case, strategies of increasing professionals’ awareness of their strengths and
social assets may help to increase their motivation to participate and engage more deeply
as learners in the process. As was found in the current case, not all Family Child Care
providers feel a sense of social isolation, but rather a commitment to connect and support
other family home providers in their community through their daily interactions at the
library or grocery store. Framing these natural social assets as strengths of this
community might promote the engagement of more providers in the professional
development process.
This shift to an asset-based approach to ongoing professional development for
early childhood professionals is also substantiated by decades of research on factors that
positively contribute to motivation of learners. Motivational theories have shifted from
emphasizing “reactive responses to pressures (external reinforcement contingencies or
internally felt needs) to an emphasis on intrinsically motivated, self-determined actions”
(Brophy, 2010, p. 19). Specifically, in the well-documented self-determination theory of
motivation, learners are assumed to be eager and curious drivers of their own learning
when in social contexts that promote their sense of competence, autonomy, and
relatedness to others (Deci & Ryan, 2008). The PLCs could be a context in which the
competence, autonomy, and relatedness of early childhood professionals are either made
more visible or are strengthened through social connections created among the group. In
an interesting long-term case study of a new teacher in an urban, high-needs school, it
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was found her social network promoted her ability to influence school change and broker
new school-community connections whereby increasing her motivation to remain
teaching (Anderson, 2010). Specifically in regard to PLCs, research conducted in K-12
contexts has shown how supportive relational learning environments have the potential to
promote teacher-driven changes in practice based on the use of data and effective
feedback from peers (Hord, 2009; Linder et al., 2012). If teachers, such as those in the
Challenging Behavior PLC, do not have access to a robust network in their own school
settings, the PLCs are an opportunity for them to receive social stimulus that both
encourages them to take new risks and provide a safety net when challenges arise.
Therefore, implementers of the PLCs should remain aware of the possible broader
purpose of the PLCs to build an environment in which early childhood professionals’
motivation to enhance their own practice is increased as a result of a heightened sense of
individual relatedness and competency.
Finally, it appeared in this case that opportunities exist to implement expanded
formats for connection and resource sharing among participants in the PLC groups.
Namely, online strategies of connection were suggested several times during the course
of the study. The ideas of expanding networks using Facebook (Ranieri, Manca, & Fini,
2012) or facilitating better online learning experiences by enhancing social learning
theories is gaining attention by researchers (Oztok, 2013; Sheingold, Hahn, & Hofmeyer,
2013). PLC facilitators should investigate further the use of private online spaces for
participants to connect and share in between PLC meetings. This might be particularly
helpful for groups meeting monthly in which there is a larger gap of time between
meetings. Social exchange of information might be more likely if there is an immediate
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place to go with questions or ideas rather than having to wait three weeks for the next
meeting. As family child care providers work on developing documents to meet the
requirements of the quality rating system in the early hours of the day or late in the
evening, it might be helpful to have an online format to ask for examples of language
used for transition policies or to share their document for feedback with others going
through the same process. Although for such a busy group of people, it is also possible
that immediate low-tech solutions may have more value such as creating a pictorial
directory as suggested by participants in the Directors PLC.
Early childhood professional development. The broader implications for future
early childhood professional development strategies are grounded in related issues found
in the literature as well as the results of this particular case study. Of course, the
comments provided here are not exhaustive of all the ways the design and delivery of
professional development programming could potentially be improved, but rather how
specifically the strategy of professional learning communities could more fully
incorporate a situated social learning approach to adult development. When considering
the within-case perspectives regarding the design and delivery of the PLCs, one
significant implication for the field is to re-examine the broader purpose and theoretical
rationale for particular professional development practices. Confirming the literature
review of professional development programming in early childhood by Schachter
(2015), the explicit purpose and theory for employing PLCs was not well defined at the
out-set of the implementation. And because designers felt this was an experimental year
to initially try out the PLC approach, there were no formalized evaluation methods to
capture possible effects based upon a shared set of desired outcomes. Of course,
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designers from each organization involved communicated a general awareness of
emerging literature on professional learning communities and afforded the approach with
a generalized standing as a research-based practice of professsional development.
However, across individuals involved in the design, I heard an expansive set of informal
goals described (e.g. increasing instrinsic motivation, embedding mutual accountability,
reducing feelings of isolation, or retaining professionals in the field) while participants
generally viewed the goals as being the same as any another trainings or previous
learning experiences.
In reality, the informal goals of the PLCs were found to relate with multiple
empirically-based theories useful to inform the overall interpretations of the current case
study presented. For example, the informal goal of reducing a teacher’s sense of isolation
is intimately linked with the the theory of situated cognition introduced by Jean Lave and
Etienne Wenger in which they argued, “We are social beings. Far from being trivially
true, this fact is a central aspect of learning” (Driscoll, 2005, p. 164) In addition, the
broader sociological theory of social capital provided helpful enhancements to the
currently narrow goal of improving the knowledge and skills of early childhood
professionals. This was evidenced by applying the components of social capital
ultimately to a deeper analysis of both the current socially related dynamics involved in
the PLC approach and the potential benefits of the approach when considering the
developmental, asset-based, and equity perspectives described in the findings. Broadly
speaking, the current case study findings substantiated applying relevant adult learning
theories more explicitly to the design, delivery, and evaluation of professional
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development to promote the use of a variety of empirically-based strategies during the
development of early childhood professionals.
In addition to the possible opportunities to have outside perspectives inform the
early childhood professional development practice, the field of ECE has an opportunity to
inform the practices of other sectors of education. Unlike PLCs implemented in single
elementary schools or even among schools across a single school district, implementing
the PLC approach in early chidlhood was found to be a more complex endeavor. As was
seen in the current case, the PLC implementation involved the collaboration among
public and private entities, across programs of varying types, to individuals serving in
very different contexts with broad experiential and educational backgrounds. Issues of
equity were described by those involved in the case regarding the distribution of newly
acquired resources for system-wide improvements and the collective narrative regarding
the current dissonance between early childhood educators up against simplistic societal
notions of day care. Since the field is rife with opportunities for improvement, early
childhood professionals have an opportunity to discover important methods of
professional development that embrace the diversity and developmental challenges of the
field. As was the case here, there are likely many other people in the field beginning to
experiment with alternative notions to professional development. By adapting promising
practices fit for other contexts, such as PLCs, the field of ECE could generate new
professional development formats fit to the current context of early care and education.
There is a significant amount of productive energy around professional
development in early childhood as evidenced by the recent research report calling the
profession to transform the workforce working with birth to age 8 children through
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comprehensive improvements to the professional development system (Institute of
Medicine National Research Council, 2015). Encouragingly, “relationships/interactions
with other professionals” (p. 359) are included as a component of quality professional
practice, and professional learning communites are included as a method of ongoing
professional development. Nevertheless, limited information is provided in the report
regarding how peer relationships or networks, or aspects of social capital, are fostered,
sustained, or possibly beneficial as professional learning supports to complement human
capital goals. Thus, it appears those engaged in professsional development programs
have an opportunity to generate new strategies and knowledge about the currently
invisible, yet recognized, process of developing a socially connected profession of
practice.
Recommendations for Future Research
Obviously, the above work presented represents one particular case interpretted
through contemporary theory and research. The current research question of “how are
the components of social capital experienced during the process of developing early
childhood professionals?” brought together aspects of social human behaviors and adult
learning to provide practical implications and initial insights for ongoing early childhood
professional development practice. The case study findings do suggest the need for
further investigation across the components of social capital. First, more research should
be done on the social networks of early childhood professionals and their impact on their
career development, retention in the field, and overall job satisfaction. Future
applications of social network analysis approaches could provide a unique window into
the less formal, but very influential, ways in which people negotiate their professional
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identity and access to resources. In addition, this case only involved individuals actively
seeking professioal connections. Additional questions emerged about what are the
typical social supports available for teachers and administrators in the currents system
and what mechanisms perpetuate or alleviate professional isolation?
Next, there are many future research questions about interpersonal and
generalized notions of trust embedded in professional development systems. For
designers and facilitators of professional development, it would be beneficial to
understand more deeply the strategies that best support the development of interpersonal
trust of learners engaged in a professional learning community across programs in early
childhood. What is the amount of in person learning interaction needed for the quality of
connections to support easy exchange of resources or information among learners? What
size of group is ideal for interpersonal trust to form? Further, the current case indicated
varying perceptions of generalized trust in the institutions empowered to allocate
resources on behalf of improving quality in the field. It would be interesting for other
concerned researchers to investigate further the perceptions of generalized trust among
early childhood professionals. For example, how might trust fluctuate across subsets of
ECE professionals? Or, in what ways do perceptions of weak trust impact the
implementation of improvement systems?
Lastly, the present case study provides a more thorough rationale for why
professional development programs should make factors of social capital more visible
throughout the professional development process. The findings demonstrate ways social
resources and returns are natural occurances in the current context. However, future
research could explore how professional learning supports could enhance equitable
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access to social resources and returns across early childhood settings. What other
mechanisms could be put in place to support connections of professionals within
neighborhood regions, similar professional roles, or common areas of practice expertise
beyond formalized professional development programs? Or more specifically, do online
social media forums enhance professional access to or utilization of best practices in
early childhood? Or what opportunities exist within the current improvement systems to
create functional platforms for peer information exchange? Or lastly, how does access or
utilization of social returns impact the quality of professional practice? To ultimately
make social capital a visible process in early childhood professional development, more
research is needed to explain not just why, but also by how much, it matters to the quality
of educational practices demonstrated by early learning professionals.
Chapter Summary
The final chapter began by summarizing how the current study was framed
through a statement of problem grounded in the current context of a changing early
childhood system. In addition, I provided the reader a reminder of the methodology and
research design limitations and how they related to my own researcher stance as I
engaged in the field of inquiry. An overarching interpretation of the current case was
grounded by the implications of the current findings presented within the context of
relevant design and implementation issues for professional learning communities. In
addition, I generalized some possible implications from the current case to the broader
conversation of the important aspects of developing early childhood professionals. All of
the information provided was then applied to recommendations for future research by
identifying future questions and lines of inquiry needing exploration around social
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networks, social trust, and social resources and returns. The story summarized in this
final chapter is ultimately one about a research study framed by an interest in observing
and interpreting the processes occuring between people engaged in the development of
the early childhood profession. After all, the concept of social capital as John Field
(2008) reminds us:
…must be understood as a relational construct. It can only provide access to
resources where individuals have not only formed ties with others but have
internalised the shared values of the group. For this reason, it is important to treat
the concept as a property of relationship. (p 161)
Thus, how social capital operates within the context of early childhood is always a
function of dynamics between people rather than the beliefs or behaviors of individual
professionals. Accordingly, a shared and robust collective professional identity for early
childhood professionals will ultimately be dynamically shaped by the social experience
of developing a profession rather than solely the individual gains in knowledge or skill.
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Definition of Terms
Case Study: The current study will use Merriam’s (1998) definition of case study
research as “intensive descriptions and analysis of a single unit or bounded system.”
Coaching: A process of one-on-one interaction for professional development purposes
that in this particular case exemplifies a specific relationship based coaching model in a
five-step process of partnering with teachers and administrators to: (1) articulate goals for
improvement, (2) gather information about their baseline behaviors and current
outcomes, (3) develop an action plan, (4) implement the action plan, and (5) evaluate
implementation and outcomes to inform future practices.
Constructivism: The epistemological stance that meanings are essentially constructed as
human beings interact, engage with, and interpret the world (Crotty, 1998).
Critical Theory: Using Brookfield’s (2005) explanation for educators, critical theory
describes a process that “views thinking critically as being able to identify, and then to
challenge and change, the process by which a grossly iniquitous society uses dominant
ideology to convince people this is a normal state of affairs” (p. viii).
Early Childhood Center (sometimes referred to as an early learning center): A
commercial building location that is licensed by the state to provide group care services
for children prior to entering kindergarten.
Early Care and Education (ECE): In the broadest sense, Early Care and Education
(ECE) describes comprehensive services, including health and mental health, for young
children from birth to age 8. In the specific sense for the scope of the current research,
ECE will describe the early learning system delivering education to children kindergarten
through third grade (Kagan & Kauerz, 2012).
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ECE Administrator: This term will be used to refer to someone who is employed in a
setting serving preschool-age children and whose primary responsibility is to ensure
legal, business, and organizational functions are completed.
ECE Professional: This broader term will be used when the intent is to include a
combination of roles including (but not limited to) teachers, administrators, and
professional development providers.
ECE Teacher: The terms used for individuals working in the field also vary from
“caregivers” broadly to “child care workers” or “child care providers” in settings in
which the primary focus is care while parents are at work or “early educator” or “teacher”
when the focus is to offer an early learning service. For the current paper, the terms ECE
teacher will refer to any adult working in a setting responsible for the care and teaching
of children prior to entering kindergarten.
Family Home Provider: A licensed child care setting providing group care services for
children prior to entering kindergarten located in the care provider’s personal home rather
than a commercial space.
Human Capital: Coleman’s (1988) seminal article distinguished tangible forms of
physical capital (i.e., money and material resources) from the less tangible forms of
human capital (i.e., knowledge and skills) from the even less tangible forms of social
capital in which relations between actors afford information sharing, norm enforcement,
and development of trust and common expectations among group members.
Professional Development: One of the few existing definitions of the professional
development for early childhood was created by the National Professional Development
Center on Inclusion:
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Professional development is facilitated teaching and learning experiences that are
transactional and designed to support the acquisition of professional knowledge,
skills, and dispositions as well as the application of this knowledge in practice.
(V. Buysse et al., 2009, p. 239).
The current study will focus on ongoing professional development, which focuses on the
learning experiences of teachers and administrators already practicing in the field.
Professional Development Provider: This term is used in the current study to refer to
anyone engaged in facilitating the learning and growth of adults working with young
children, which could include coaching, training, or professional development facilitator.
Professional Learning Community: For the current study, this term will describe peer
learning sessions designed to foster providers’ skills and experience through an
integrated, reflective, and collaborative learning process.
Situated Cognition (or Learning): Situated cognition suggests a shift from an isolated
cognitive process of individuals to a highly contextualized process in which “learning
occurs as people interact with other people in a particular context with the tools at hand
(tools can be objects, language, or symbols)” (Merriam & Bierema, 2014, p. 118).
Social Capital: The current study will use Mikael Rostila’s (2010) definition since it is
comprehensive of all the major conceptual foundations:
Social capital hence comprises the social resources that evolve in accessible
social networks or social structures characterized by mutual trust. These social
resources, in turn, facilitate access to various instrumental and expressive returns,
which might benefit both the individual and the collective. (p. 321)
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INITIAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND DATA SOURCES CHART

Initial Research Questions and Data Sources Chart
RESEARCH QUESTION: How are the components of social capital experienced in the process of developing early childhood
professionals?
Program Design
Within-Case
Perspective

Within-Case Research
Question

Sub-Questions

Professional
Development
Designers (People at
partner organizations
involved in design and
delivery of the
professional
development)

RQ: How does the
program design support
social interactions in
professional
development settings?

What factors of the current ECE
context influenced choices in
the design of PD?
What structural and resource
constraints were
accommodated in the PD
design?
What are the major goals of
each component of the PD? And
are any related to the
components of social capital?

Data Source
Three sources
(1) Focus group with five-ten representatives
from the partner organizations directly
involved with designed the PD.
(2) Archival review of grant proposal or other
documents created or utilized in the design
(research, past PD reports/reviews, etc.).
(3) Field notes of informal conversations with
program designers.

How might the professional
development experience
influence the social connectivity
of the learners?
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RESEARCH QUESTION: How are the components of social capital experienced in the process of developing EC professionals?
Program Implementation
Within-Case
Perspective

Within-Case
Research
Question

Sub-Questions

Data Source

Implementers
(Coaches – the
staff at one
organization
responsible for
implementing
and facilitating
participant
learning)

How are social
learning
experiences
fostered over
time?

How does the coaching team conceptualize
the goals of each component of the
professional development? And how are
those goals related to social capital?

In field observations of implementation and field
notes from informal conversations with facilitators

How does their understanding of
professional learning communities evolve
over time?

In field observations of implementation and field
notes from informal conversations with facilitators

In what ways do coaches influence the
social experience of the participants?

Two sources:
(1) Observations of professional development
strategies being implemented for groups of learners
(2) Field artifacts – session plans, photos, professional
development sessions

How do the coaches experience structural
or resource constraints? In what ways do
constraints influence the social experiences
in the PD settings?

Two sources:
(1) Field notes from informal conversations with
facilitators
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(2) Observations of professional development
strategies being implemented for groups of
learners

RESEARCH QUESTION: How are the components of social capital experienced in the process of developing EC professionals?
Program Experience
Within-Case
Perspective

Within-Case
Research
Question

Teachers or
administrators
(participants in
the professional
development
initiative)

How do
participating
teachers and
administrators
experience social
interactions
related to their
professional
development?

Sub-Questions

Data Source

Semi-structured interviews with at least three different
learners (center-based, home-based, and administrator) in
which participants will map their current professional
network and reflect on it

Particularly, does participation in
professional learning communities
influence their social network?

A follow-up interview will be conducted with each
participant after participating in at least three months of
PD. Participants will be asked to comment on changes in
their professional network again and will be asked about
the role, if any, that the professional learning communities
had in their social network.

How do caregivers and teachers
describe the social (dis)trust
experienced in each of the PD
components?

One-two focus groups of five-eight caregivers and teachers
participating in the professional learning communities

In what ways do participants
employ their social resources?
How does their use of social
resources change, if at all, as they
participate?

Two sources:
(1) One-two focus groups of ECE professionals to
collect stories and examples of social resource
exchanges with peers
(2) Three-ten observations of group professional
development experiences (trainings and PLC’s)
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How do the ECE professionals
describe their social network for
learning and growth as a
professional?
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APPENDIX C
TABLE OF CASE STUDY PARTICIPANTS

TABLE OF CASE STUDY PARTICIPANTS
NOTE: Duplicate names are indicated with an *
Participants of color are indicated with an ^

Within-Case

The Design

Role in Study
City Preschool
Program
Perspective
City ECE Council
Perspective
PD Institute
Perspective

PLC Facilitator
The Implementation

Role

Carrie

President & CEO

John
Elise
Noel
Kayla

Director of Quality Initiatives
Manager of Professional Development
Director of Early Learning Strategy
Quality Improvement Manager
Senior Director of Professional
Development
Program Manager
Guest Facilitator, Director PLC
Family Child Care PLC
Instructional Support: Critical Thinkers
PLC
Guest Facilitator, Director PLC
Challenging Behavior PLC
Director PLC
PD Coach PLC Participant
PD Coach, facilitated One Coach PLC
PD Coach PLC Participant
PD Coach PLC Participant
PD Coach PLC Participant

Lena
Trish
Candy
Darcy
Lily
Mary
Rachel
Trish*
Jacy
Julie
Mandy
Melanie
Suzy

Type of Data
Collected

Group Interview

In-Field Observations
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Monthly Coach
PLC Participant
(All Trained PLC
Facilitators)

Participant

Within-Case

Role in Study
Individual
Experience

Challenging
Behavior PLC
Participants
The Experience
Director PLC
Participants

Family Child Care
PLC

Participant
Gabby
Lucia^
Sonya
Kelley
Polly
Sage
Sandy
Tess^
Addie
Connie
Ellen
Gail
Lacy
Mabel
Anitra^
Claire^
Lucia*
Pam^

Role
School District Pre-School Teacher
Family Home Child Care Provider
Early Learning Center Director
Center-Based Teacher
Center-Based Teacher
Center-Based Teacher
Center-Based Teacher
Center-Based Teacher and Director
Center-Based Director
Center-Based Director
Center-Based Director
Center-Based Director
Center-Based Director
Center-Based Director
Family Home Child Care Provider
Family Home Child Care Provider
Family Home Child Care Provider
Family Home Child Care Provider

Type of Data
Collected
Individual Interview

Challenging Behavior
PLC Group Interview

Director PLC Group
Interview

Family Child Care
PLC Group Interview
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Teacher and Administrator Interview Guide
1. Review and discuss consent form and ensure the participant agrees to participate
by having each sign the informed consent
2. Contextual Questions:
a. What are two to three words or phrases that describe the Early Care and
Education context from your perspective at the moment?
b. Can you tell me how you currently see the purpose of your role within this
context?
c. What does it mean to you to be an “early childhood professional”?
d. Do any images or words come to mind, when I say the term “social
capital”?
(This study is concerned with this broad concept, but our conversation will
flow across a variety of concepts under the “social capital” umbrella –
social interactions, professional connections or networks, trust, and social
supports).
3. Assist the participant in completing the “My Developmental Map” protocol
4. Ask reflection questions during the first interview, such as:
a. Can you please describe your map?
b. How typical do you think your developmental network is within the early
childhood field?
c. How did you come to trust those closest to you on the map? Why do you
think there is less trust with those farther away?
d. Can you talk about if and how developing trusting relationships matters to
you as a developing early childhood professional?
e. Can you think of any recent examples in which you gained information or
a resource from another person in a professional development setting that
helped you in a meaningful way in your work?
f. Generally, please describe how social connections influence your
development and growth as a professional in ways that we may not have
already talked about.
5. Questions about PLC:
a. Is anyone in your network map part of the professional learning
communities?
b. Have you made any new connections in the group? Do you see any
potential for making new connections in the future?
c. Do you generally trust the others in the professional development settings?
Why or why not?
d. In the last three months, have you exchanged any information (any
practical advice, stories, or emotional support) with another participant
outside of the professional development setting? Have you exchanged any
physical resources?

My Developmental Map Protocol
Step 1) Think back over the past year about whom you interact with as an early childhood teacher or administrator. Write down all of the names
of people that you would consider as part of your professional network. These people could be anyone connected to you such as colleagues in
your program or community, mentors, teachers, past employees, partners, etc. (hint: calendar’s and past emails are helpful for this task)

Name

Category

Proximity

Name
15.

2.

16.

3.

17.

4.

18.

5.

19.

6.

20.

7.

21.

8.

22.

9.

23.

10.

24.

11.

25.

12.

26.

13.

27.

Proximity
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1.

Category

Step 2)
Assign individuals to groups based on the following categories. You can assign multiple categories to individuals.
People who help you get the job done: helpful and useful in doing your day-to-day work, may work directly with
you, and/or have provided leads to others who helped you with important information, content related or technical
advice, professional expertise, or other resources to do your work.
Draw a square next to each person that matches this description
People who help you advance as a professional: contribute to your professional development/career advancement;
give you career guidance/direction, arrange exposure to critical people, provide leadership advice, help you get
important opportunities (funding, jobs), advise you on ethical dilemmas, and/or advocate for you.
Draw a triangle next to each person that matches this description
People who provide personal support and/or feed your ‘professional soul’: people you go to for your emotional
well-being and psychosocial support; people who lift you up with their presence or ideas; ones with whom you share
experiences—positive and negative, consult about decisions or concerns that are important to you,
vent/commiserate with, debrief critical experiences with—people with whom you can be yourself.
Draw a circle next to each person that matches this description
Step 3)
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On the names you have written, indicate your proximity to each person.
o Close relationships (C) =high degree of trust, liking and mutual commitment
o Moderate Relationships (M) = Know them better than an acquaintance, but would not say you are close
o Distant relationships (D) = don’t know the person much, just an acquaintance

Step 4)
Map your network using the following guidelines:





Step 5)

Write in each person as a square, triangle, or circle or use multiple shapes to identify that person (you can use initials instead
of names as you will be sharing your map with others)
Place each person in the appropriate proximity from you. In other words if they are a close relationship, place them close to
you on the map. If they are a distant relationship, place them far away from you on the map. Your moderate relationships
should be somewhere in between
Place those that you consider peers on the horizontal line with you, seniors or those that you perceive to have more
influence than you above that line, and staff that you supervise or those that you perceive to have less influence below you
Draw lines to connect each person to you. Use a dotted line if the person works outside of your program or organization

Analyze your network map for both strengths and weaknesses using the following questions:
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Diversity: How similar or different are these individuals (in terms of gender, race, function, geography, organizations) to each
other and to me?
Redundancy: How much overlap is there of categories? Am I satisfied with the amount of each category?
Interconnectivity: How closed is the network in the sense that most of the people know each other?
Strength of Connection: What is the spread of people in terms of closeness and distance?
Balance: Is your network balanced or in danger of tipping? Do you have both strong and weak ties? Are you both a mentor and
mentee?

MY DEVELOPMENTAL NETWORK MAP

ME

198

RESOURCES:

1. Original Developmental Network Map retrieved from: http://www.bumc.bu.edu/facdevmedicine/files/2010/11/ECFDPNetwork.pdf.
2. 2014 PowerPoint presentation by Kathy Kram (Boston University School of Management): Building Effective Mentoring
Relationships and Developmental Networks: https://www.rochester.edu/diversity/assets/pdf/Kathy_Kram_presentation.pdf
3. PowerPoint presentation by Kathy Kram: Becoming an Effective Leader and Mentor: Strengthening your Developmental
Network:
http://www.childrenshospital.org/~/media/Research%20and%20Innovation/Research%20Administration/community%20of
%20mentors/EffectiveLeaderMentor.ashx
4. Article: Kram, K., Higgins, M.C. (2008). A New Mindset on Mentoring: Creating Developmental Networks at Work:
http://icwconsulting.com/a-new-mindset-on-mentoring-creating-developmental-networks-at-work/
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Teacher and Administrator Group Interview Guide
1. Review and discuss consent form; collect a signed informed consent from each
person.
2. Intro: Have each person state her name and briefly share what brought each
person to her current role? (round robin)
3. Exploratory questions:
a. What words or phrases describe the experience of developing as an early
childhood professional in today’s Early Care and Education context?
(popcorn)
b. How would you describe the social supports currently available to you as a
professional? (i.e., your professional networks, access to people with the
“right” information, access to those that support you emotionally, sense of
belonging as a professional, etc.) (popcorn)
4. Focused questions around the specific PLC experience:
a. When you signed up for a “Professional Learning Community”, what did
you expect to experience? (popcorn)
b. What has surprised you the most about the experience of participating in a
PLC? (popcorn)
c. If you were to do this experience again, what is one thing you would keep
and one thing you would change or get rid of? (round robin)
i. Having a facilitator? (not a coach or trainer)
ii. Doing protocols?
iii. Exchanging stories or ideas?
iv. The group size?
v. With other directors?
vi. The location?
vii. The timing?
viii. The name “Professional Learning Community”?
ix. The number of sessions (six)?
x. Monthly?
xi. Other?
d. What was it like to interact on an ongoing basis with a group outside of
your work space? (popcorn)
i. Was there a sense of trust in the learning environment? How could
it be enhanced?
ii. Have you contacted each other outside of this setting to exchange
resources/ideas or emotional support? If not, could you see
yourself doing this in the future?
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5. End with summarizing or broad questions:
a. Tell me the most important thing those designing professional
development supports for early childhood professionals should know
about you as learners? (popcorn)
b. What strikes you the most about our conversation today or anything else
you want to add? (round robin)
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DESIGN PARTICIPANT GROUP INTERVIEW GUIDE
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Design Participant Group Interview Guide
1. Review and discuss consent form and ensure every participant agrees to
participate by collecting a signed informed consent.
2. Begin discussion with three questions for context:
a. What are two to three words or phrases that describe the Early Care and
Education context from your perspective at the moment?
b. Can you tell me how you currently see the purpose of your role within this
context?
c. How would you describe the current process, or the key experiences, of
becoming an early childhood professional?
d. Do any images or words come to mind, when I say the term ‘social
capital’?
(This study is concerned with this broad concept, but our conversation will
flow across a variety of concepts under the ‘social capital’ umbrella –
social interactions, professional connections or networks, trust, and social
supports).
3. Ask more focused questions around ECE professional networks and PLC design:
a. Broadly speaking, what are the benefits of social interactions for teachers
and administrators in professional development settings…
i. As Early Childhood Professionals?
ii. For their program or community?
iii. For the field?
b. Tell me the story of how or why Professional Learning Communities came to be
in the original RFP?

c. From your perspective, what are the goals of the professional learning
communities as you see them now?
d. Specifically, for the CPP providers, what is your sense of the quality of the
professional networks for teachers? For administrators?
e. What aspects of the professional development programming would you
expect to promote trust among the people involved in the learning
(coaches and learners)?
f. How might the current context and structure facilitate a generalized sense
of trust in the organizations supporting their development?
g. How might the current programming or context diminish a generalized
sense of trust for teachers and administrators?
h. What aspects of the program might promote exchange of informational or
physical resources?
4. End conversation with summarizing key questions:
a. Overall, what do you believe are the potential barriers or challenges to
creating opportunities for social interaction and learning given the current
design, resources, or context?
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b. Looking to the future, what are your top two-three priorities for improving
the professional development experiences for early childhood
professionals?
c. Are there any lingering thoughts for you about social capital, or social
relationships, as they relate to the process of developing early childhood
professionals?
d. What surprised you the most about our conversation today? What are you
most curious to learn more about related to this conversation?
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RESEARCHER JOURNAL TEMPLATE
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Researcher Journal Template Front Page
DATE:

LOCATION:

LENGTH OF OBSERVATION:
Observation Notes
(e.g., Descriptions of place, activities,
language, quotes, facial expressions)

Researcher Experience
(e.g., My personal comments, reactions,
noticed biases, questions, or anxieties)
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Researcher Journal Template Back Page
Analytical Notes of Within-Case

Analytical Notes of Collective Case
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